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ABSTRACT 

Houses in Perth, Western Australia, are built and 

renovated by workers hired as subcontractors and known 

locally as 'subbies.' Subbies are independent, self-employed 

workers who are engaged only as their particular services 

are required rather than being the employees of builders who 

contract to do such work. In this thesis I examine the 

processes by which houses are built and renovated, 'cottage 

work,1 and the ways subbies interpret and understand their 

shared industry. This presentation takes form as an 

ethnographic analysis of the working lives of subbies in 

this sector of the building industry; it is not an account 

of the entire building industry in Western Australia. 

My analysis of subcontracting in the Perth housing 

industry is an interpretive account which focuses on 

temporal aspects of social life. Subcontracting work 

produces what is best described as a labile social 

organisation: groups of individual workers come together as 

action sets, for particular purposes and for what are 

commonly quite short periods of time, and are not 

constituted as perduring social structures. "Subbies" 

identifies a category of individuals engaged in the same 

relationship to their respective work; it does not indicate 

the existence of a corporate group. In labile social 

organisations it is time, the temporality of making and 

breaking social relationships, which is analytically more 

significant than the space occupied by a culture or a 

society. The central analytical task in understanding labile 
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social organisations addressed in this thesis is two-fold: 

(1) to identify the social distribution of understandings 

among those so engaged; and (2) to identify the social 

processes by which individuals organise and accommodate 

themselves to the often unknown others encountered. In 

adopting this processual approach to social analysis, the 

social organisation of culture, the symbols of shared 

understandings and knowledge, are all analysed as produced 

and reproduced in the diverse interactions constituting 

everyday social life rather than as existing, concrete 

"social facts." 

This thesis is an interpretive study of workers in an 

urban setting. First, and foremost, the thesis is intended 

to be a detailed ethnographic study of subcontracting in the 

Perth housing industry. As such, the thesis contributes to 

our understanding of aspects of urban social life in 

contemporary Australia. By focusing on the temporal 

dimension of social life, however, this thesis also moves 

beyond many previous urban ethnographies which have 

identified research interests primarily on the grounds of 

spatial criteria. In offering an interpretive and processual 

account of subcontracting in the Perth housing industry, I 

show how emphasis on the tempo and timing of social life 

provides a productive focus for understanding social life in 

cities . 
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CONVENTIONS 

The language of fieldwork was Australian English. While 

my concern is with the social organisation of house 

building, I approach the analysis by paying special 

attention to the words and phrases used by subbies, builders 

and others while carrying out their work. In quoting the 

words and phrases of subbies, builders and others my concern 

is with the social use of language and not with phonetics. 

In the presentation I strive to capture the meanings of 

words rather than providing a scientific description of the 

sounds produced. 

Local words and phrases of particular significance for 

the analysis are identified by placing them within single 

quotation marks: '....'. Several words and phrases used 

throughout the account are of local significance but, 

because of their ubiquity, are not placed in single 

quotation marks. This includes: subbie, brickie, bloke and a 

few others. 

As is common in anthropology, direct quotes from 

academic and other written sources are identified by double 

quotation marks: "....". 

Where required, notes are sequentially numbered by 

chapter and located at the end of each chapter. Within the 

text, the notes are identifed by the use of square brackets: 

i.e. Ill, [21, [3] ... [nl. 
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INTRODUCTION 

An Arrival 

I still remember arriving one morning, diffident but 

thankfully not malarial, on a building site in Fremantle, 

Western Australia, where I hoped to carry out 

anthropological fieldwork. It was a warm and sunny spring 

day and, although barely eight o'clock in the morning, work 

was already well under way. I had been introduced to the 

builder responsible for the job -- renovations, including a 

large addition to an aged brick and tile house -- at a 

social occasion. Following a discussion concerning the 

social organisation of the local building industry, he 

offered to introduce me to the subcontracting bricklayer 

named Arthur who was working alone on site. It was an offer 

I willingly took him up on; and one which significantly 

changed my research project. 

Subcontracting is a way of organising work whereby the 

main contractor, here the builder, does not maintain a 

permanent workforce to do the work, but lets work out in the 

form of (sub)contracts to independent tradesmen who actually 

carry out the work on site. In Western Australia this is how 

work in house building -- known locally as 'cottage work' or 

'the cottage industry' — is organised. In this industry 

labour is hired, for the most part, on a job-by-job basis. 

Continuity of work is thus a recurrent problem faced by 

tradesmen while the orderly completion of jobs is a problem 
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regularly faced by builders. It was the problem faced by 

tradesmen, couched In analytical terms of the management of 

social networks and the politics of individual reputation as 

forms of social capital, employed by individuals in the 

attempt to produce continuity of work, that I had set out to 

examine. 

After introductions had been made on the building site, 

I tried to explain my interests in the organisation of 

building and subcontracting to the bricklayer; he 

continued working, mixing mortar, laying bricks, setting up 

scaffolding and stopping briefly now and then for a quick 

cigarette. He answered all my questions but I found it 

difficult to ask more than one question on any topic that 

interested me. His answers seemed to put an end to each line 

of questioning. I found it frustrating to ask questions 

which interested me about the general features of building 

and receive in response only curt answers couched almost 

entirely in the particulars of the bricklayer's own 

experience. I dutifully recorded Arthur's responses in my 

field-notebook but they did not seem to address the 

questions that interested me — or that I thought I had 

asked . 

At about 9:30 that first day we stopped for morning 

•smoko' -- a bit of a rest and a cup of tea. As we rested we 

were joined by another subcontractor, a plasterer who came 

to inspect the job to see when it would be ready for him to 

start. He joined the bricklayer and builder in a brief 

discussion of the state of the industry before leaving to 

return to the job he was currently working on. I asked why 

he had come to see the job and Arthur said that he was 
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probably: 

Worried about the flow of work, you know. He wants to 
be sure he's not sitting around wasting time next week, 
waiting for this job to be ready to go. You don't get 
paid for doing nothing in this bloody game. 

Soon Arthur was back at work and I was once again standing 

around watching him and asking my questions. 

As the day wore on I became concerned that I was 

wasting Arthur's time. He was stopping to talk to me rather 

than laying bricks continuously and so I offered to do 

anything I could to help him out. For me, this was to be a 

reciprocal exchange: my labour for his time and knowledge. 

Arthur's response was not grounded in this same spirit of 

reciprocity; for him the exchange was understood more in 

commercial terms. He told me that he couldn't afford to pay 

me, but that if I really wanted to do something I could do 

some small tasks, like packing some bricks over to where he 

was working or maybe moving some scaffolding to where he 

would next work. This would help keep him working laying 

bricks. I started doing these small jobs for Arthur. He 

never asked me to do anything for him; all the work I did 

was undertaken on the basis of my offer to do it. Arthur 

repeatedly told me that I didn't have to do anything; but if 

I persisted there were always these small tasks I could do 

to keep busy. 

I left the site at noon that first day, to attend to a 

long-standing commitment elsewhere, but I left only after 

first making sure that it would be alright to return the 

following morning. 

At 7:30 the following morning I returned to the 

building site only to find that the builder and bricklayer 
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already had been working for about half an hour. They both 

laughed at the time of my arrival and, pointing to his 

watch, Arthur announced that: 'Subbies [subcontractors] have 

to start early to make a dollar.' I continued to ask 

questions and get in the way at times. I also learned to do 

more things on a building site; like 'mixing mud' (mortar), 

setting up scaffolding and 'washing out' the mixer after 

using it. The more I helped and the more I learned to do, 

the easier our conversation became. Arthur still advised me 

that I didn't have to do anything, and that I was 'free to 

shoot through' whenever I wanted, but he also took more time 

to show me how things were done properly. 

Over the next few working days I showed up on time 

every morning — ready and willing to work. As the job and 

the week drew to a close, I asked Arthur about the 

possibility of me accompanying him on to his next job. He 

did finally agree to take me with him -- but only if I would 

accept payment for my labour: 'It's not right, mate. No one 

should be working for nothing, you know.' We finally agreed 

on a rate which would placate both of our consciences. After 

finishing up that night, and after Arthur had been paid and 

taken his cheque to the bank, we went to the pub together. 

Again he told me that he couldn't afford to pay me anything 

for the help I had given him that week. I told him that I 

considered our exchange a fair one. Arthur was not satisfied 

as to the fairness of our exchange and bought me a bottle of 

bourbon for my efforts. 

Fieldwork changed radically once I agreed to accept 

payment for my labour. Arthur became more aggressive and 
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demanding about my work. There was less time for me to stand 

around to chat and watch. It was clear that if I was going 

to be there, then I was to be there to work. The nature of 

our relationship changed. We began a dialogue, a shared 

discourse of being a 'subbie' and 'the building game1 in 

which Arthur and I constructed our common ground. 

Following this, all of my time in the field, with 

Arthur and the other subbies I worked with, was carried out 

as a labourer and subbie. My Canadian accent always marked 

me as a non-Australian; but this was not the same as being 

an outsider. In 'the building game' there are many subbies 

not from Australia. What mattered for the subbies I met and 

worked with was that I learned to deal with 'the building 

game' as a subbie. That I occasionally lapsed and said '2 by 

4' instead of '4 be 2' when referring to peices of wood 

which measure 4" by 2" was treated humorously. I was a 

foreigner but not excluded socially, as long as I worked --

and was paid. 

The Problem 

In this thesis I present a processural and interpretive 

analysis of subcontracting in the Perth 'cottage' industry. 

My concern is to show how, in a world of work which is 

characterised by a succession of often brief encounters with 

others, each subbie works to create continuity of work for 

himself; and how subbies working in this way come to 

understand and anticipate the actions of those with whom 

they must deal. I demonstrate that the way 'cottage work' is 

organised produces the conditions for subbies to understand 

their working world by giving importance to experientially 
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accumulated knowledge, autobiographical knowledge which 

they recognise as necessarily incomplete knowledge of 

'cottage work' as a whole. However, subbies also deny the 

value of this autobiographically-based experiential 

knowledge by asserting the significance of information about 

the current moment and the immediate future over past 

knowledge: the need to be as aware and informed as possible 

about the shifting current state of their shared industry. 

For a subbie looking for work, there are devastating 

consequences in becoming out of touch -- 'out of the game.' 

My task here is to show how the emphasis given to (1) 

knowledge of personal experience gained over time and (2) 

the need to know current rather than past information in 

order to organise the future are related in the everyday 

working lives of subbies. 

Relating one's own biographical experience to the 

current state of building is not an easy task for any 

subbie. It involves making do with information which is 

certainly incomplete and rarely accurate. Past experience is 

useful to help anticipate what may be happening, or about to 

happen, but is not predictive. There are too many unknowns 

for predictive models to be much use to subbies. The 

connections between the experiences of individual subbies 

and current information about 'cottage work' more generally 

are made by subbies sharing information with one another. 

This sharing is both necessary and partial. Necessary, 

because subbies must share with others if they are to be 

able to organise their working schedules to fit with one 

another; and partial because subbies rarely tell the whole 
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truth, and often tell outright lies. The culture of subbies, 

then, is not simply shared equally and homogeneously by all 

involved. It is analytically important to identify the 

social distribution of knowledge and information, the 

processes for sharing information and the nature of the 

information so shared to understand the culture of subbies. 

The presentation of my analysis takes the form of a 

processual and interpretive ethnography of the labile social 

organisation of subcontracting. The central analytical task 

in the analysis of labile social organisations addressed 

here is two-fold: first, to identify the social distribution 

of understandings of those so engaged and, secondly, to 

identify the social processes by which individual subbies 

accommodate themselves to the often unknown others 

encountered at work. This is not an account of some free-

floating, self-contained "cultural system;" my analysis of 

the "meaningful social action" of subbies -- a hard way of 

saying their "cultural practices" — is grounded in the 

practical realities which face these workers. These 

practical realities of economics, politics and the 

uncertainty of available work are part of subbies' working 

lives. They do not stand apart, much less above, and cause 

behaviour; they are embedded in the experiences and actions 

of subbies. First, however, it is necessary to indicate 

some of the analytical issues associated with producing an 

ethnography which is both interpretive and processual. 

Subcontracting and "Conceptual Negativism" 

In a volume reviewing the current situation of 

Australian sociology, Diane Austin writes that: 
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we know very little of the army o£ self-employed 
tradesmen and service workers, many of whom are 
suffering in the midst of economic recession. ... A 
study of self-employed truck drivers, carpenters or 
plumbers is yet to be done in Australia (1984:139-140). 

Empirically, Austin is correct. However, rather than 

immediately treating this as a "gap" in the literature which 

requires "bridging" or "filling," I want to look at why it 

is that this gap should exist. It is, I think, facile to 

suggest that this gap exists because of a shortage of 

trained or interested researchers. It is more illuminating 

to look at the assumptions which guide much social analysis. 

My thesis is an ethnography of building and renovating 

houses in Perth, Western Australia. As an ethnography it is 

a written account of selected aspects of a way of life of an 

identifiable category of people: those who are identified 

by themselves and others involved in building as subbies. 

One of the most difficult analytical tasks to deal with in 

this thesis is the characterisation of the form of social 

organisation that emerges from subcontracting. The 

difficulty in this is that subcontracting and subbies are 

not comfortably identified, described or analysed in the 

traditional lexicon of social analysis. By the phrase "the 

traditional lexicon of social analysis" I mean those words 

and phrases that mark the theoretical issues which have 

usually guided the production of this sort of knowledge. 

Central to this analytical enterprise is a concern with 

phenomena which are collective, corporate, institutionally 

structured and which show continuity through time. Austin's 

characterisation of these people as an "army" is I think 

indicative of the way these concerns order social thought. 
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It is unclear whether her use of this word to describe these 

people is meant merely to evoke images of vast numbers of 

tradesmen or if it is the image of a corporate collectivity, 

institutionally structured through time that is being 

evoked. While I suspect Austin means the former, it is 

telling that the word she uses conveys all the images of 

traditional social analysis. As I show throughout this 

thesis, subcontracting does not conform to these central 

sociological concerns. 

Forms of social life which do not conform to or are not 

easily subsumed under these analytical concerns have been, 

for the most part, relegated to unimportance. These are 

concerns which are, in Koolage's terms (1975), identified by 

a "conceptual negativism" so that such concerns are 

identified by what they are not rather than by what they 

are: forms of social life not easily encompassed by these 

traditional terms are made into "sociological have-nots" 

(Sansom 1981:278). The list of such conceptually negative 

terms in anthropology is considerable. It includes terms 

like "classless," "stateless," "acephalous," "loosely 

structured," "quasi-groups," "non-groups" and a host more as 

well (Mayer 1966; Boissevain 1968; Wilson 1973:5; Sansom 

1981:278-279: Asad 1987:600). With particular respect to 

subcontracting, it is common to group studies under the 

conceptually negative rubric of "the informal economy" 

(see Portes, Castells and Benton 1989). 

The "conceptual negativism" which permeates the 

literature of the social sciences makes it difficult to 

positively characterise the forms of social life to which 

such terms are so often applied. In the social sciences this 
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has resulted in a tendency to avoid studies which do not fit 

readily within the dominant assumptions concerning 

acceptable subjects for analysis. In developing my analysis 

of the emergent culture of subbies who build and renovate 

houses in Perth, I have found it necessary to look more 

closely at the processes through which the evidence I 

analyse was produced. It is by adopting a processual 

approach that I have worked to avoid the trap of conceptual 

negativism in this account. 

A processual analysis gives analytical priority to 

temporal factors rather than to spatial ones (Rosaldo 

1989:103). Traditionally, "a culture" belonged to a group of 

people living in a particular place and showed continuity 

through time. Processually understood and analysed, 

"culture" becomes much more complex. Within a processual 

approach to social life, culture is treated as emergent of 

social life and change and difference become normal. Indeed, 

in a processual account the traditional concerns of social 

analyses are made problematic. No longer can an analyst 

simply expect or accept that collectivities or aggregates of 

people on the ground express strong corporate identities and 

exist institutionally through time. Instead, one has to ask: 

if continuities exist, how are they produced, reproduced and 

changed through time? With these concerns quiding research, 

time becomes the key variable in social analyses. 

A theoretical focus on the dynamics of social life 

gives emphasis to action and process over structure and 

form. In various ways, perspectives dealing with time and 

process are becoming common in current anthropological 
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writing. [1] For example, in exploring some of the 

theoretical dilemmas of contemporary anthropological 

analysis Sally Falk Moore has suggested that we consider 

processual ethnography as "current history" (Moore 

1987:727). Her point is that as anthropologists we "are now 

acutely conscious of observing part of the cultural 

construction of part of a society at a particular time" 

(1987:735). As I show below, writing processual ethnography 

requires specific theoretical and methodological techniques 

for both the collection and analytical presentation of 

evidence. 

Fieldwork. Perspective and Culture 

Anthropological fieldwork is premised on some mutuality 

between researcher and researched (Stoller 1989). The 

precise nature of this mutuality cannot be asserted before 

fieldwork begins; it emerges from the interaction of the 

individuals so engaged. The parties to this emerging 

relationship may not agree about the precise nature of their 

relationship. [21 My fieldwork with subbies was no 

different. Arthur and I came together originally for 

purposes set by me; but Arthur too had an interest in 

rendering our relationship understandable and useful to 

himself. As I became Arthur's labourer I cast him as my 

field assistant. He accepted me as a labourer; inexperienced 

but willing to learn. In return I was, particularly at the 

beginning, dependent upon him. He showed me how 

subcontractors worked, how he made sense of what happened 

around him and how to 'think' and 'work' 'like a subbie.' 

Yet in our relationship Arthur did not choose to remain only 
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a subbie. in the course of working with me he transformed 

himself into a field assistant. He made sure that I heard --

and recorded — certain events and statements he regarded as 

significant; and if I indicated that I was having trouble 

understanding something he would talk it through with me. 

Furthermore, he made sure that other subbies would add to my 

understanding by quietly introducing topics which he knew 

interested me into conversations about work with them. He 

did this without me asking him to do so. He did not do it 

because he understood the aims of anthropology -- 'the study 

of ants or something' in one subbie's words -- but because 

he was personally interested in helping me to understand as 

much as possible about the industry in which he worked. 

Arthur rarely denied the interpretations offered by 

other subbies in open confrontation. Often he would comment 

on them afterwards, when he and I were alone, to make sure I 

had heard and understood them; not to deny outright these 

differing interpretations. While Arthur helped me to learn 

about subcontracting, he steadfastly refused simply to tell 

me how it worked. Throughout the time I worked with him he 

told me what he thought was happening and showed me what he 

understood was taking place. However, he refused to turn his 

experiences into other than what they were: his experiences. 

There was no claim by Arthur that his experiences were 

typical, or normal or in any other way authoritative. 

Similarly, it was up to me to produce my own understandings 

of events based on my_ experiences. He would show me how he 

understood the business but steadfastly refused to legislate 

what my understandings should be. 
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The existence and acceptance of this plurality of 

potential interpretations and understandings among subbies I 

treat as primary evidence for my account. The evidence is 

comprised of social facts; but they are not the social facts 

of an omniscient Durkhelmian social analyst. These social 

facts are understood by subbies as indicative of the 

viewpoint of the individual who holds them. The 

interpretations or understandings of subbies are recognised 

by others in the industry as interested; interpretations and 

understandings are always from the perspective of someone 

who has a particular interest in the evidence being 

interpreted. Anthropologist Renato Rosaldo has argued that 

the "remaking of social analysis" entails writing from the 

perspective of a "positioned subject" (1989:7-8). Knowledge, 

Rosaldo argues, is always knowledge from some perspective. 

Furthermore, Rosaldo notes: 

Each viewpoint is arguably incomplete — a mix of 
insight and blindness, reach and limitations, 
impartiality and bias — and taken together they 
achieve neither omniscience nor a unified master 
narrative but complex understandings of ever-changing, 
multifaceted social realities (1989:128). 

To produce a "master narrative" is to write a general 

account of norms and practices, cast in the traditional 

lexicon of social analysis, in which the analyst/observer 

claims a privileged theoretical position. Rosaldo's point is 

that the claim for such an analytical position is untenable 

in anthropology because it denigrates the very subject of 

our analyses: the everyday lives of those with whom we have 

worked. 

in writing my account from the variously positioned 

subjects of subbies I mean to indicate that it is their 
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understandings, their words and practices, that comprise the 

starting point for my analysis. I treat the things they say 

and do as meaningful social actions, and work not to 

translate their meanings into anthropological or 

sociological jargon but to analyse the understandings that 

subbies convey to one another in order to identify the 

processes through which subbies constitute their industry as 

knowable. Such an analytical position certainly accords well 

with Weber's definition of "social action" insofar as he 

understands that social action entails that "the acting 

individual attaches a subjective meaning to it" — or 

observers attribute meaning to it — and that action is 

social when "it takes account of the behaviour of others" 

(1947:88) . I am, then, in general sympathy with the line of 

inquiry and analysis which begins with Weber and has been 

furthered by such theorists as Alfred Schutz (1964, 1970) 

and others dealing with the meaningful aspects of social 

life. Following this analytical tradition, I treat the words 

and actions of subbies as indexical. Making sense of 

subcontracting from the subbie's point of view, then, 

entails locating this evidence for my account in context and 

accepting that no interpretation is ever complete (Garfinkel 

1967:142-150). 

In beginning my analysis from the positioned subjects 

of subbies I make several other commitments based on the 

evidence gathered and reported here. In this thesis I write 

of culture; but following the practice of subbies, I treat 

culture as an emergent product of social process rather than 

as some reified thing. The symbols, meanings, actions and 

understandings of this culture are always in the process of 
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being deployed, communicated, understood and misunderstood. 

In approaching my research in this way, I treat culture not 

as some self-contained entity, as is traditional in much 

anthropology, but rather as a complex and often divergent 

and contradictory set of practices — including both actions 

and interpretations. Rosaldo has characterised this "new" or 

"renewed" view of culture in this way: 

A renewed concept of culture thus refers less to a 
unified entity ("a culture") than to the mundane 
practices of everyday life. "Our" inquiry now seeks 
meanings that are more pragmatic than formal; it models 
itself more on semantics than syntax and grammar. 
Ethnographers look less for homogeneous communities 
than for the border zones within and between them, Such 
cultural border zones are always in motion, not frozen 
for inspection (1989:217). 

The image of culture as a "border zone" or constituted as 
some other kind of "border" is recurrent in Rosaldo"s work. 

All culture comprises some sort of border because social 

life is so complex. There are no communities, groups or 

social forms which are so tightly structured and culturally 

homogeneous as not to contain contested interpretations of 

the social world. 

It is clear from the positioned subjects of subbies 

that this emergent culture of subcontracting is never 

homogeneously distributed and shared by everyone in the 

building industry. Meanings and understandings are always 

socially distributed; and the specifics of this distribution 

constitute an empirical problem which cannot be answered 

solely on the grounds of some prior theoretical commitment. 

I explore this distribution of culture in the Perth 

'building game' through the ethnographic investigations 

reported here. 
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Anthropology and "Orientalism" 

As an ethnography, this thesis is a descriptive 

analysis of building houses in Perth, Western Australia. It 

is a descriptive analysis because it describes, and so 

constitutes, its subject simultaneously with the analysis. 

[31 The point of insisting on ethnography comprising a 

"descriptive analysis" is that there is an analytical point 

to the descriptions offered. While my concerns have 

something in common with Geertz's "thick description" 

(Geertz 1973:3-30), I do not fully embrace Geertz's notion 

of culture. In Geertz's writings culture too often becomes 

reified and essentialist and not systematically located in 

the emergent processes of social interaction. The 

distinction sometimes drawn between "interpretive 

ethnography" and "theoretical anthropology," as Sperber 

identifies it (1985:9-34), is one which separates 

description from analysis and, in the end, values theory 

above description. To become enamoured with theory at the 

expense of ethnography is to engage in a similar course of 

interpretive action as that which Edward Said has identified 

as "orientalist" (Said 1978). 

One of the central features of Orientalism, as Said 

identifies it, is an overly developed concern with the 

literature constituting the Orient and subsequent lack of 

concern with the Orient as it is lived by those who inhabit 

it. For Said, the Orient is a literary construction by the 

West premised on the unequal relationship established by 

political and economic control. The Orient is spoken for in 

the West (represented) and is denied the right to speak, in 
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its multiple and divergent voices, for itself. Indeed, 

"Orientalism lives on academically through its doctrines and 

theses about the Orient and Oriental" (1978:2). A like 

process exists more generally in anthropology, where there 

is a marked tendency for the literature of the discipline, 

the received wisdom, to disfigure analysis (Said 1989). In 

anthropology, this becomes particularly noticeable in the 

nomination of a particular literature to guide the analysis 

of some ethnographic problem. Works are written to the 

identified literature and problems of the discipline and not 

to the peoples' lives which such works purport to 

describe/analyse. The practice of writing to analytical 

problems generated from a theoretical literature effectively 

removes serendipity from fieldwork and structures the 

findings of research before the research is even carried 

out. This has long been recognised as a problem in 

anthropology. It is now almost thirty years since Barnes 

identified the analytical predicament of anthropologists 

using "African models in the New Guinea Highlands," 

struggling to come to grips with corporate lineages modelled 

from researches in Africa in a social context in which 

people refused to act corporately (1962). 

In his attack on scholars of the Orientalist bent, Said 

is unrelenting in his focus on questions of power and 

representation. There is, however, one moment near the end 

of his polemic when he does allow the existence of scholars 

whose work about the Orient is "deeply valuable" and not 

Orientalist. In this he singles out, as an "excellent recent 

instance," the anthropology of Clifford Geertz (Said 
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1978:326). More Important than the fact that it is Geertz 

that Said judges in this way, are the reasons for Said's 

judgement. Geertz's 

...interest in Islam is discrete and concrete enough to 
be animated by the specific societies and problems he 
studies and not by the rituals, preconceptions and 
doctrines of Orientalism (Said 1978:326). 

In part, it is Geertz's commitment to anthropological 

methods of discovery and not Orientalism that saves him from 

the "rituals, preconceptions and doctrines" that reproduce 

the "guild tradition of Orientalism" (Said 1978:326). It is 

the discreteness and concreteness of Geertz's work that 

keeps him from full incorporation into the Orientalist 

scholarship Said so despises. It is a concern with the 

ethnography of the mundane and everyday particulars of 

people, time and space that distances Geertz from 

Orientalists. 

There is a fine line separating "theoretical guidance" 

from "theoretical overdetermination" in anthropological 

research (Gregory and Altman 1989:20). To be "theoretically 

overdetermined" is to be orientalist; to be "theoretically 

guided" is to allow fieldwork experiences an important place 

in the production of anthropological knowledge. Like 

anthropologist Reginald Byron, who presents his account of a 

Scottish fishing village as a social anthropological 

analysis of a particular set of people in a particular place 

rather than reducing his account to an "anthropology of 

fishing" (1986), I develop my analysis as a social 

anthropological interpretation of subcontracting in the 

Perth building industry rather than some singular academic 

specialisation. In this way I am free to combine the 
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insights of many literatures to produce my account and to 

remain committed to the discreteness and concreteness of the 

subjects of my study. I have tried to let subbies indicate 

to me what is of importance in their working lives and then 

to write about the issues so identified. In the end, I 

accept analytical responsibility for the representations of 

subbies' lives which follow. 

There is no traditional "Review of the Literature" in 

Chapter 2 of this thesis. [41 Given my intentions there 

could be no such review as there is no single place to begin 

and no single place to end. Such a review would be arbitrary 

in the selection and rejection of works to review. In a 

recent volume reviewing the sociology of work, Graeme 

Salaman asks us to "imagine" that we could reinvent this 

field of study "as if we were blissfully ignorant of what 

are currently regarded as the important issues and questions 

within this area of enquiry" (1986:13). He argues that this 

field of enquiry as it now exists has two undesirable 

effects: firstly, it 

has the consequence of effectively limiting the 
issues which are regarded as constituting the proper 
subject matter of analysis; and secondly, that freedom 
from such work would allow us to consider afresh just 
what should, or could be, the subject matter of a 
sociological approach to work (1986:13). 

Salaman's concern is not to reject the existing literature 

out of hand. Rather, Salaman's concern is grounded in the 

recognition of the potentially orientalist nature of this 

literature if it is accepted too readily; a recognition of 

the power/knowledge relationship that ensues when analysts 

write to problems and literatures set by analysts whose 

research programmes differ from the concerns of those whose 
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lives they study. 

The literature I have used in developing my account is 

not easily bounded and designated as some sub-field of 

anthropology. I began my research with a systematic survey 

of the literature dealing with "the anthropology of work." 

There is much that I found useful in this literature. For 

example, Myers' (1946) early account of the relationship 

between builders and tradesmen in the United States, which 

Applebaum (1981) depended upon extensively in his attempt to 

understand the entire general construction industry from his 

perspective as a project manager, provides a very insightful 

analysis of the social processes of organising work. 

However, there is also much in this "anthropology of work" 

literature which simply does not deal with my experiences of 

working with subbies or the analytical problems on which I 

focus. Instead of merely locating myself entirely within 

some sub-field of anthropology, I use the literature of 

anthropology in a more tactical manner; it helps me to push 

the analysis along at certain points by suggesting 

interesting questions and directions in which I might move 

the analysis. In doing this, I "use" the literature of 

anthropology instead of being "used by it" in the pages that 

follow. [5] 

Organisational Preview 

Chapter 1 presents an overview of subcontracting as a 

form of social organisation. In it, I demonstrate that the 

apparent disorganisation of the industry can be understood 

processually by following the choices made by individual 

subbies. The significance of subcontracting as a form of 
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organisation in this industry is clear from the fact that 

tradesmen identify themselves as subbies even when working 

on union jobs. This focus leads to a consideration of a 

dialectical relationship of autonomy and interdependence 

among subbies working in the building industry. 

In Chapter 2 I examine 'the building game,' the figure 

of speech by which the industry is identified and referred 

to by those involved. By examining this figure of speech it 

is possible to map out the nature of shared information and 

personal experience in the various accounts that are offered 

by subbies about themselves. 

In Chapter 3 the production, circulation and 

consumption of information and knowledge in 'the building 

game' is examined. This is particularly important when 

considering how work is obtained and organised. Of central 

importance here is the quest for information engaged in by 

every subbie, and subbies* insistence on lying to each 

other. Lying and secrecy are woven into the organisation of 

the industry, producing a social distribution of knowledge 

and information. 

In Chapter 4 I examine the cultural and social 

dimensions of physical labour in 'the building game.' I 

identify skill, as subbies construe it, not as a quality of 

the finished job but in the way the job is carried out. 

Being in control of work involves knowing both how to labour 

and how to organise the work successfully. These are public, 

visible in the very way work is performed, so that a good 

tradesman can do bad work and still be recognised as 

being skilled. 
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I examine the social relations between those who work 

in 'the building game' in Chapter 5. Of particular interest 

in this chapter is the manner by which the industry is 

organised to produce co-operation among subbies and builders 

without the existence or establishment of perduring social 

groups. Here I deal with mates and mateship. 

In Chapter 6 I deal with money. Whether they are in the 

industry only to make money or whether they choose to 

identify themselves as 'craftsmen' who are concerned with 

the quality of their work, all subbies talk about money, and 

talk about it in very specific ways. I show how the various 

forms that money is given in this industry are culturally 

significant. 

When the Labor Government of Western Australia 

introduced legislation which would have transformed 

subcontractors into employees, a public dispute of 

considerable proportions followed. The legislation was 

ultimately defeated but its terms were contested publicly by 

interested parties even after defeat. In Chapter 7, I focus 

on the meanings which emerged during this dispute. 

In the Conclusion I locate my account of the temporal 

aspects of the social organisation of subbies and 

subcontracting in relation to some of the broader questions 

and concerns of an anthropology of work and modern life. 
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NOTES 

1. "Processual analysis" is but one of a number of related 
theoretical developments in anthropology which focus on the 
dynamics of culture and social organisation. For example, in 
a review of "Theory in Anthropology since the Sixties" 
Sherry Ortner argues that: 
For the past several years there has been a growing 

interest in analysis focused through one or another of 
a bundle of interrelated terms: practice, praxis, 
action, interaction, activity, experience, performance. 
A second, and closely related, bundle of terms focuses 
on the doer of all that doing: agent, actor, person, 
self, individual, subject (1984:144). 

The shift to a focus on theoretical questions of practice is 
a general one in the social sciences. Anthropological 
studies grouped under Ortner's rubric of "practice" would 
include: Bourdieu's Outline of a Theory of Practice (1977) 
and his more recent The Logic of Practice (1990); Ortner's 
own High Religion (1989); and Jean Comaroff's Body of Power, 
Spirit of Resistance: the Culture and History of a South 
African People (1985). the use of "processual" to describe 
broadly similar theoretical concerns can be found throughout 
the works of Victor Turner, with a succinct summary in his 
Dramas, Fields and Metaphors (1974:43-44), and in Sally Falk 
Moore's "Explaining the Present: theoretical dilemmas in 
processual anthropology" (1987). Basil Sansom adopts a 
similar dynamic and ethnographic perspective in his work 
under the title "processural modelling" (1981; 1985). 
There are two discernible trends within the works identified 
under the rubric of "practice." The first trend is evident 
in works which provide historical accounts with analyses 
often spanning long periods of time. The works of Ortner and 
Comaroff, for example, span several centuries. The second 
trend includes studies which are sensitive to historical 
contexts and changes but for which the focus is on evidence 
collected through fieldwork; such accounts include the works 
of Turner, Sansom and Moore noted above. 
I have identified the analysis presented here as a 
"processual" account because I locate my analysis 
historically without trying to "do" history as a historian 
might. The evidence I present has, for the most part, 
been collected through participant-observation fieldwork. 
The richness of this ethnographic material is not duplicated 
in existing historical records or accounts. My account can 
be seen as "current history", entailing concerns with social 
change, fluctuation and development, but focusing on the 
relationships and understandings experienced and documented 
during fieldwork. I do not attempt to write the history of house-building in Perth but rather to contextualise my account within the history of the industry in Australia. 
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2. The most insightful account of the mutuality of fieldwork 
is Rabinow's account of his work in Morocco (1976). It was 
Rabinow's account which raised anthropological musings about 
fieldwork from "stories from the field" to address the 
theoretical issues involved in the production and use of 
"evidence" so collected. Subsequently, a number of other 
anthropologists have worked through "the [analytical] 
problem" of mutuality (Clifford 1980; Dumont 1978; 
Crapanzano 1980). 
3. Descriptions offered from a constitutive perspective are 
constructs of both evidence and theory. Words are treated as 
constituting and creating a social world rather than merely 
regulating activity within such a world. Words do not merely 
refer to the world but bring objects and actions into 
existence by making them knowable. Rawls early work on 
regulative and constitutive "rules" is important in this 
context (Rawls 1955). Searle's work on "speech acts" is a 
continuation of this tradition (Searle 1965). 
4. As my account is cast broadly in terms of "interpretive 
anthropology" a review of the literature becomes most 
problematic. A review is used to situate a study within a 
discipline. It assumes that knowledge is cumulative — gaps 
in knowledge which can be filled. As such, it reproduces 
some of the central assumptions of positivism. Those who 
espouse interpretive social science reject this cumulative 
assumption, making it difficult to be other than arbitrary 
in the selection of a literature. Literature in interpretive 
anthropology becomes useful strategically rather than as a 
means of justifying or legitimating an analysis. 
5. The distinction between "using anthropology" and "being 
used by anthropology" is analogous to Turbayne's account of 
the metaphorical nature of theoretical constructs (1970). He 
identifies theorists using metaphors to further discovery 
only to find that as the metaphors become routinised they 
"use" the theorists. When metaphors begin to "use" theorists 
we can identify their use as "orientalist." I discuss 
Turbayne's formulation of this problem further in Chapter 2 
when examining subbies construction of 'the building game.' 
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CHAPTER ONE 

SUBCONTRACTING AND SUBCONTRACTORS 

Building houses In Perth 

Listen mate, I'll tell you; if you're going to work 
here you work as a subbie. There's no bloody choice. No 
one gives a stuff about what you want; all they care 
about is getting the bloody work done. If you don't 
want to do it, the way they want to do it, they'll find 
someone else who will. It all comes down to a simple 
choice in this business, you work as a subbie or you 
don't work. ... But I'll tell you mate, I like working 
as a subbie myself. I figure the freedom it gives me to 
choose what I want to do and have some control over how 
the work is done is what really matters. I mean, if 
anyone pisses me off or tries to get too heavy with me 
I just tell 'em to get stuffed. No worries. 

It was in these words that a 'chippie* [carpenter] named 
Gary first explained the way the 'cottage industry' in Perth 
was organised. His explanation was given not in anger, nor 

with heartfelt approval; it was simply a statement of how he 

understood the nature of working as a subbie in the 

industry. It is, I think, in the identification of the 

contradiciton between being forced to work on a subcontract 

basis and freely choosing to work as a subbie that Gary's 

statement is particularly insightful. 

In Perth, and around Australia, houses are built and 

renovated on the basis of competitive quotes received from 

independent, self-employed tradesmen and other workers hired 

as subcontractors. Known generically as 'the building game', 

or more specifically as 'cottage work1, among subbies and 

others involved in building, to distinguish it from the 
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larger building and construction projects of 'general 

contracting', this work includes building, renovating and 

repairing houses, along with any other small jobs, not 

controlled or sanctioned by the building unions. Builders do 

not retain employees on a full-time and regular basis; 

rather, required workers are subcontracted only for the 

duration of particular task- or trade-specific jobs. These 

self-employed tradesmen and workers identify themselves, are 

are popularly recognised, as 'subbies*. And as time spent on 

a job site performing work in this industry tends to be 

quite short, rarely more that a couple of weeks and often 

much less, subbies are almost always on the lookout for 

work. As Arthur once noted, 'As soon as you start one bloody 

job you've gotta start thinking about what the next one's 

gonn be•. 

Working as a subbie poses distinctive organistional 

;and interpretive problems for every subbie and builder 

engaged in the day-to-day business of making a living. For 

subbies, this is commonly expressed as a concern or struggle 

to produce a 'flow of work' or 'continuity* so that job 

follows job. For builders, it is a concern not only for a 

'flow of work' -- new jobs are, of course, required 

regularly — but also includes the difficulties of 

organising a 'flow of trades' through the jobs controlled. 

In the housing industry, subbies and builders must accept 

individual responsibility for organising and co-ordinating 

their own working schedules. The roots of this concern are 

located in the practice of subcontracting. 

A definition of subcontracting is quite simple to 

produce; however, in the everyday activities of subbies 
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engaged in 'cottage work' the process of subcontracting is 

far more complicated. A specialist dictionary of building 

defines subcontracting as: 

A part of a contract, of specialist work such as 
asphalting, which is done by a separate firm from the 
main, contractor. The main contractor is responsible for 
the work, pays the sub-contractor, and is paid by the 
consultant or client for it (Scott 1984: 336). 

As a definition of subcontracting I find this effort useful, 

but problematic. It identifies the practice of 

subcontracting in formal terms, from an observer's 

perspective, irrespective of time and place, and so does not 

by itself account for the particular developments or forms 

of subcontracting I witnessed in Perth. It is an abstract 

and ahistorical definition. While Scott's definition 

indicates something of the nature of the relationship 

between subcontractor and contractor, it does not identify 

or explore the social and cultural dimensions of this 

relationship. It is now well recognised that analyses must 

be sensitive to the "specific historical experience" or 

context of subcontracting arrangements if such relationships 

are to be adequately understood (Rubery and Wilkinson 

1981:129; cf Burawoy 1979:242). 

In practice, subcontracting involves: the potential for 

competition for each job; a personal rather than 

bureaucratic relatinship between subbie and builder; an 

emphasis on the flexibility of working relationships; and, 

finally, that subcontracting work produces an atomistic 

social organisation in which the autonomy of subbies is 

particularly notable. These features are significant for 

understanding 'cottage work' in Perth, where subcontracting 
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has expanded to include not just "specialist work" but 

almost every task carried out on building sites. 

Subcontracting here does not just preserve the "craft 

structure" of building, by emphasising traditional rather 

than bureaucratic forms of management (Stinchcombe 1959; 

Applebaum 1982); the social processes involved in 

cubcontracting work in this industry generate their own 

distinctive social and cultural forms which are not so 

simply idnetified as either "traditional" or "bureaucratic." 

It is the emphasis given to the autonomy of subbies, often 

by subbies themselves, which is one of the most striking 

features of the social organisation of building in Perth. 

This focus on the autonomy of workers is common amongst 

those engaged in the study of "craft production" (Riemer 

1982; Silver 1982), but autonomy always need to be 

understood as it manifests itself in local contexts. 

With the guidance of Andersen's (1972) detailed 

analysis of the autonomy of fishermen, I find it useful to 

examine how autonomy is socially produced rather than 

beginning my account by assuming the autonomy of subbies. 

Gary's comment, noted at the beginning of this chapter, that 

a subbie has little choice whether or not to work as a 

subbie in this industry, is indeed insightful. Autonomy, for 

subbies, is understood and phrased in terms of the ability 

to look after oneself and to be in control of one's working 

life; but this limited autonomy is not easily won nor 

maintained. Nor, might I add, is it necessarily desired by 

all subbies. Austonomy is possible only through 

relationships with others in building; independence in 'the 

building game' is based on interdependence. As 
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subcontracting forces individuals to work isolated from one 

another, each subbie must come to grips with the 

relationship between the social and economic isolation so 

produced by the experienced string of broken social 

relationships and the dependency which may result from 

becoming too tied to any particular relationship for work. 

While isolation is forced on subbies by the system of 

subcontracting work, a sense of autonomy for a subbie can be 

produced only through the delicate managing of commitments 

to others. The threat of lost work and income, through 

either too much isolation or too much dependency, is always 

present. Neither is terminal, in that with effort and time a 

subbie can always reverse his situation, but both make 

continuity of work and income problematic for subbies. 

Nadel has characterised social relationships such as 

those engendered by subcontracting as being "self-

liquidating" (Nadel 1957:130). such relationships are 

perceived by the participants as constituted for a limited 

time only, be this f predictable duration or not. Nadel 

contends that "the orderliness of any social system will be 

characterized by the measure of self-liquidation it allows 

or promotes" (ibid). Self-liquidation permeates every aspect 

of the organisation of the Perth housing industry, producing 

an orderliness that is always emergent and never fixed. In 

so doing, subcontracting defies analysis in terms of static 

notions of "social structure" or "structural form." Indeed, 

it is this self-liquidating dimension of subcontracting that 

helps focus analytical attention not on the temporary groups 

and "action sets" (Mayer 1966) that are formed, but rather 
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on the individuals who move through the labile and ephemeral 

social groupings so formed. Action sets are, in the words of 

Mayer (1966:110), "based on a specific purposive impulse 

stemming from ego" and, as such, the social linkages between 

individuals are temporary and based on specific transactions 

negotiated by the parties. For subbies, emphasis is on the 

negotiation and management of temporary social groupings by 

individuals rather than on perduring social structures. The 

emphasis is processual rather than structural. 

In making and breaking their working relatinships, 

subbies and builders evidence a rapid "tempo of sociation" 

(Sansom 1972). Writing of a very different cultural context, 

and one which, at best, appears to be peripheral to 

a capitalist economic formation, Sansom identifies the 

"tempo of sociation" as a measure of the speed with which 

relationships are made and broken. Contained within this 

formulation is the recognition that the duration of 

association is of particular analytical significance in any 

understanding of social interaction. There are, he notes, 

important sociological dimensions to relationships made and 

broken in this manner. Interaction characterised by a quick 

tempo of sociation, and discontinuity rather than 

continuity, have an "overweening emphasis on questions of 

performance rather than motivation" In building, what 

matters is how the work is done, not any reason(s) for 

behaving one way or another. Indeed, subbies and builders 

alike foreground the performance of others and background 

questions of motivation. Secondly, Sansom notes that: 

"Short-term associations are associations for a purpose. 

They are instrumental and do not accrete notions of trust 
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and loyalty among a large membership" (Sansom 1972:216). 

Social relationships in building are certainly constituted 

"for a purpose" and are, as I show in Chapter 3, decidedly 

lacking in "trust and loyalty." Subbies and builders have 

trouble trusting each other for the duration of their often 

fleeting associations. 

The autonomy and independence of individuals is of 

general cultural significance in Australia. In the housing 

industry independence and autonomy are produced, reproduced 

and constrained in social interaction as subbies co-ordinate 

their activities with the decisions and actions of others. 

It is the duration of these co-ordinated relationships in 

building that marks what Jaques has called the "time-span of 

responsibility" (1964). The time-span of responsibility for 

a subbie is the duration of the work which he has 

subcontracted to do. For a builder, it is the duration of 

the entire job. This temporal association with work is a 

significant difference between subbies and builders. The 

builder has a longer time-span of responsibility than a 

subbie and with this greater responsibility comes 

increased control overthe work and the possibility of 

greater financial reward. The time-span of a subbie's 

responsibility is limited to the duration of the work 

wubcontracted for; his commitment to whoever is responsible 

for the job is thus considerable less that that of a 

builder. The tempo of sociation between subbie and builder 

is much quicker than that of builder and owner. A short 

time-span of responsibility is inimicable to loyalty. 

In order to make thses concerns of subbies apparent, it 
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is necessary for one to locate the organisation of 

subcontracting in the Perth 'cottage work' industry in an 

historical context. I do this first by characterising the 

current organisation of subcontracting in this industry and 

then by identifying the processes which have produced it. 

Central to this account is the problem of control, as 

identified by Gary: that of builders striving to control the 

labour process and subbies trying to control their own 

work ing 1ives. 

Subcontracting 

Formally, subcontracting in the Perth housing industry 

is fairly easy to characterise (see Figure 1). In 

representing it in this way, however, there is the potential 

of caricaturing it, of making subcontracting seem too 

structured or overly neat. In its elementary form, as 

On Wages 

Builder — Subbie' 
(Owner) 

On a Price 

Supply and Fix 

Fix 

Figure 1: The Elementary Structure of Subcontracting 

represented in Figure 1, a subbie is hired as an 

independent, self-employed worker by a builder working for 

an owner, or directly by an owner. He performs his task 
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either 'for wages', a set amount per hour usually expressed 

in terms of an amount per day, or 'on a price', an agreed 

upon set amount for the job. When working 'on a price' it is 

common for payment to be based either solely on the 

performance of a set task, 'fixing', or on both the 

performance of task and supply of necessary materials, 

'supply and fix'. 

Central to the economics of subcontracting in the Perth 

housing industry, as in all capitalist enterprise, is the 

competition for work. All work in this industry is 

understood to be secured or lost on the basis of competing 

quotations from independent subbies. The economics of this 

competition are certainly not lost on the subbies involved. 

As a carpenter once put it, after I had spent several 

minutes explaining to him my interests in the industry and 

its organisation: 

I'll tell you why it's all subcontracted mate. It's 
more economical, full stop. That's all there is to it. 

The carpenter's meaning of "economical" in this brief 

response is not entirely clear. This is so because the 

perspective from which the response is given is not clear. 

From some generalised and idealised perspective of a 

builder, subcontracting is seen as more economical because 

many of the costs associated with regulated wage employment 

-- such as workers' compensation, holiday leave loadings, 

overtime and even the wages necessary to maintain a 

workforce in times of insufficient work -- can be avoided by 

using independent, self-employed labour (Gruen 1981:11-12). 

Subcontracting makes each self-employed subbie responsible 

for looking after his own economic interests. 
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For subbies, the above use of "economical" conveys a 

two-fold message: firstly, it is generally understood and 

accepted that subcontracting keeps the price of all work 

low, in relation to the worth of the entire job, by ensuring 

that subbies 'stay keen' and strive to keep their prices for 

jobs as competitive as possible. Secondly, "economical" 

indicates that this way of organising work creates the 

opportunity for subbies to increase their earnings if they 

are willing to work long and hard to do more jobs. Used in 

the first sense, subcontracting is seen to benefit the 

public desiring the work done and the builder who maintains 

greater control of the overall price of the entire job. This 

seems reasonably accurate. 

However, it is the interpretation conveyed in the 

second sense that is of more interest to me here. This 

interpretation is commonly offered as the reason for the 

supposed commitment of subbies to subcontracting. Writing 

explicitly of home building in Australia, Hutton, an 

economist, states that "The most important element of all 

sub-contracting is the willingness of operatives to work 

long hours for high rates of production and reward" (Hutton 

1970:82). My concern is that this is by no means an 

established fact for home building, or any other industry. 

Many studies have shown that the relationship between method 

of payment and level of production is far more complex than 

this rather simplistic formulation (Brown 1962, 1973; 

Burawoy 1979). Also, Hutton's explanation does not take into 

account that working in the housing industry necessitates 

working on a subcontract basis, whether a subbie is 
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committed to doing so or not. 

Subcontracting has great similarities with other 

"piece-work" forms of payment (Cole 1928:32). However, it is 

important to recognise that significant differences also 

exist. In the now-classic analyses of piece-work systems 

(i.e. Roy 1952, 1953, 1954, 1959; Lupton 1963; Cunnison 

1966; and Burawoy 1979a), the work and workers studied are 

virtually always located within the social context of a 

factory in which the workers have extensive verbal and 

visual access to other workers and for which rates of pay 

are public knowledge, negotiated between management and 

the collectivity of labour. The studies have tended to focus 

on piece-work or subcontracting as a problem to be 

differently confronted by unions (or other collectivities of 

workers) and management (see Gardener et al, 1981). 

'Cottage work' in Perth is organised quite differently 

than the shop floors and clothing factories usually taken as 

exemplars of piece-work. 'Cottage work' is carried out by a 

subbie working on his own, or as part of a small team of 

subbies, relatively isolated from other workers in the 

industry. The isolation of subbies is socially produced 

because, on job sites the trades commonly follow one another 

rather than overlapping on site; this 'flow' of trades must 

be carefully organised and managed. The isolation of subbies 

is also economic insofar as agreements are negotiated 

privately and dyadically between builder and subbie. The 

dyadic contracts between builder and subbie are of short 

duration, lasting for the most part for only the duration of 

a particular job. When a relationship lasts longer, it is 

either on the basis of an explicit renegotiation of the 
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terms of the relationship or else a tacit acceptance by both 

parties of the acceptability of the wage or price for each 

job that is shared. 

Agreements on wage or price are negotiated directly 

between builder, or owner, and subbie or team of subbies. 

The terms of these agreements usually remain private, the 

business of only the two parties. Only rarely will a subbie 

make it publicly known how much a builder is paying him or a 

builder indicate how much he is paying some particular 

subbie. In maintaining the private nature of the content of 

these contracts, subbies and builders put limits on shared 

information about their industry and in so doing confine 

access to such information to the specific and personal 

knowledge of the participants. Individuals necessarily work 

in this industry without accurate knowledge of what others 

are earning and this makes subbies' decisions about 

particular prices problematic. For any particular job, a 

subbie doesn't know if he is making enough money and a 

builder always remains unsure as to whether he is paying too 

much. A wealth of experience cannot overcome a lack of 

current information about 'fair* or 'going' rates of payment 

(see Chapter 6) . 

Subcontracting in Perth 

There is the potential in the Perth housing industry 

for a subbie to earn more money by working 'on a price* than 

by working 'for wages'. If the job is done quickly, or turns 

out to be easier than first thought, the subbie can make a 

windfall profit. There is, of course, also the the 
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possibility of 'losing money' when working under such an 

agreement. If the job takes longer than originally 

estimated, or is more complex than first thought, a subbie 

can end up working for less than could be earned 'on wages' 

-- I have many subbies employed 'on a price' complain of 

'not making wages' or 'not making money' -- for the job. For 

subbies, each job is judged in terms of its potential to 

make or lose them money and different sorts of jobs are 

quoted on for different sorts of payment. 

To work on the construction of new houses, known as 

'project homes', or more commonly as 'dog boxes' in the 

industry, is to be employed most usually 'on a price' for 

supplying labour only. Work in the industry is not 

necessarily awarded on the basis of competitive quotes. 

Often a company -- and here I mean the large contractors who 

build "project homes' -- will calculate how much it is 

willing to pay for the various trades required for any 

particular work and then make an offer to the subbies. As 

the major building companies tend to offer a steady 'flow' 

of work rather than 'one off* contracts, subbies often find 

such offers attractive. Conditions can thus be dictated by 

the building company -- by asking the subbies 'do you want 

to do this job for this price' and showing them the plans; 

the subbie can only accept or decline the offered work. 

Prices vary, broadly, according to prevailing market 

conditions and the builders' perception of the number of 

subbies looking for work. The subbie must quickly examine 

the proferred plans, calculate the approximate time to 

complete the work and, having decided whether the job will 

make him and his team sufficient money or not, accept or 
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decline the contract, while a subbie can try to negotiate a 

deal, usually there is no room to negotiate about the 

offered price. Building 'dog boxes', a subbie can work long 

hours and make extra money. However, when times are tough, 

the prices offered to subbes rarely allows their work, when 

they can get it, to be anything but extremely long and hard. 

It is virtually unheard of to work 'for wages' building 'dog 

boxes' . 

In renovation and alteration work more jobs are 

available for subbies working on wages. It is commonly 

stated in building that "you're always working to someone 

else's mistakes'. This is more true of renovation work where 

a host of mistakes from different time periods have to be 

'built to' by all the tradesmen. As jobs become more 

difficult and complex they tend to be subcontracted 'for 

wages'. There is also a tendency for older subbies to take 

on complex jobs, in part because they have the necessary 

skills, developed over the years, and in part because young 

subbies are quicker and often more interested in piece-work 

that has the potential to generate them more income. Older 

subbies are often willing to accept a steady wage rather 

than exhausting themselves with the efforts and hope of 

earning a few dollars more. I once heard a mature plasterer 

working 'for wages' announce of a complex job, 'what do I 

care" As long as I make my $100 a day I'm happy". Rather 

than gamble on potential income, and the failure to 'make 

money', there is a tendency for older subbies to accept work 

'on wages' and so trade off any hope of large profits for a 

steady rate of income. 
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There are older subbies who continue to push themselves 

physically in order to earn as much as possible, but they 

are at a disadvantage in doing so. When times are tough, and 

prices drop, they earn even less than younger subbies. When 

times are good they must still fight their own physical 

well-being to keep working. Bill Ethel, a long-time union 

organiser and administrator, told me during an interview 

that the peak earning potential for a tradesman is between 

the years from about 23 to 38. Between these ages workers 

are at the height of their physical strength and have 

achieved sufficient trade skills and knowledge to carry out 

most tasks quickly and efficiently. After this age, they 

tend to be on the downward slope in terms of physical 

ability and earning power. Similar views were expressed 

independently by many of the subbies over the age of about 

40 I talked to and who were beginning to feel the effects of 

advancing years in the industry. Bill Ethel has regularly 

argued that as these workers age the builders want little to 

do with them because they slow down (W.A. 28/01/88:1). While 

their knowledge may continue to increase, physically they 

cannot keep up with younger subbies. Ethel suggests that 

many of the problems in the building industry in Perth, and 

Autralia more generally, can be traced back to this, as 

older subbies quit subcontracting and enter into regualr 

wage employment through union work, bringing with them all 

manner of negative experiences of builders and employers. 

Some jobs are described by subbes as being impossible 

to do 'on a price'. These are jobs for which subbies 

recognise that too many unforseeable problems may emerge. 

These jobs tend to be renovations and alterations but can 
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Include 'one off" architect-designed houses. Behind his 

back, other subbies are likely to deem any subbie who takes 

such jobs 'on a price' as being "mad". To take on such jobs 

involves too much of a gamble so that even builders 

recognise the need to 'pay wages' for them. On looking at 

a 'one off' job with Arthur one day, he noted that: 

Look at it, mate. No one'11 touch that on a price. Too 
much stuffing around to go near it. A bloke'd have to 
be mad to quote a price on that. An the bloody builder 
will know it. 

When working 'on a price' there is a distinction made 

between 'fixing' and working on a 'supply and fix' basis: 

'fixing' indicates that work is for labour only while 

'supply and fix' is for labour with the subbie supplying the 

necessary building materials. For some trades, work is 

normally carried out on a "supply and fix' basis. 

Electricians and plumbers, for example, generally supply 

their own materials for almost all their jobs. For other 

workers, the difference between providing labour only or 

labour and materials is negotiated for particular jobs. Most 

subbies strive not to provide materials because to do so is 

to incur debts that will stand whether or not final payment 

is made by the owner or builder. While subbies dislike 

having to pay for materials for the jobs they do, it is 

certainly not the case that subbies can always avoid doing 

so. Often a subbie finds himself 'booking up' materials for 

jobs and then worrying about final payment all the more. A 

subbie's debt to a supplier does not disappear if a builder 

or owner fails to pay the subbie. It is bad to work for 

nothing; it is far worse to work and end up in debt. 

Whenever possible, subbies attempt to have owners order and 

40 



pay for materials or to work on builder's credit with local 

merchants. 

Subcontractors in Perth identify themselves as 

•subbies' whether they are working for a registered builder 

or directly for an owner. They do, however, distinguish 

between jobs that belong to a builder and those they call 

their 'own'. Doing a job 'for a builder' comes with the 

possibility that more work may follow. Doing your 'own* work 

by working directly for an owner frees a subbie from any 

direct control by a builder, but it is terminal work: there 

is no hope of continuity from such work. It is extremely 

unlikely that an owner will provide anything like a 'flow of 

work' for a subbie. An owner may call back a subbie in the 

future, or may even recommend the subbie to his mates, but 

this is a long way from a dependable source of work. I have 

worked with subbies who have 'given away' potentially 

lucrative small jobs for owners for the chance to work for a 

builder. A carpenter I worked with once explained to an 

owner whose offer of a job he 'knocked back' (refused): 

I've got to keep my main man happy. I mean, if I start 
playing up now he might forget me when times are lean. 
I'd like to do the work but I've just got to think 
about next week too. 

When he knocked back the owner's job the carpenter had not 

previously done any work for the mentioned builder. The 

builder had only just offered him a single job, finishing a 

new addition, yet the carpenter decided to take the 

builder's job because it offered the potential of more work 

to follow. The carpenter would have earned more money doing 

the one job for the owner than the builder offered him for 

finishing the addition. As it happened, the carpenter and 

41 



builder did not get along with one another and the carpenter 

did only the one job for him. However, what is important 

here is the way the carpenter made his decision based on the 

potential for a 'flow of work' to keep him busy. 

The problem of a continuity of work has not always been 

a problem for every trade involved in building and 

renovating houses. Traditionally, many of the specialist 

tradespeople involved in building work have been employed on 

a subcontract basis. What has changed in the organisation of 

'cottage work' following WW II is that now almost all work 

in this industry is subcontracted. 

The Development of Subcontracting in Perth 

I carried out fieldwork in the Perth 'cottage industry' 

between late 1983 and 1985, at a time when building and 

construction was just picking up after a severe economic 

slump. The period of about 18 months before I began work was 

described by virtually every subbie I talked to as 'the 

worst time I can remember', a remark often followed by some 

statement about how long the speaker had been in the 

industry. Indeed, figures tallying housing starts in Western 

Australia show a decided slump at this time (Figure 2). As 

my fieldwork progressed, the "cottage industry' recovered 

from the recession and slowly became economically better for 

subbies and builders. Spurred on by an economic upturn 

following the recession of 1982 (Jackson 1985), and 

certainly helped by Alan Bond's winning of the America's Cup 

in 1983 and its impending defense off the coast of 

Fremantle, the amount of 'cottage work' around increased. 
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People began to invest in new houses, and to renovate 

existing housing for the expected tourist extravaganza of 

the America's Cup. For both subbies and builders well-paid 

work became plentiful. 
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Figure 2: Dwellings Approved, Commenced and Completed 
in Western Australia, 1974-75 -- 1983-84 

(from Bartlett 1985:368) 

While it is important to note the economic climate at 

the time of my fieldwork, it is also important to recognise 

that work in the housing industry has not always been 

organised so exclusively on the basis of subcontracting. 

Subcontracting in this industry is a dynamic form of 

organisation. Change in the organisation of building houses 

has come about not through any general agreement about how 

the industry should be organised, nor from government 

intervention, but rather as individuals in the industry have 

made their own arrangements and pushed to further their own 

pecuniary interests. Changes have eventuated through the 

interactions and negotiations of builders and subbies. While 

it may be asserted that changes which provide more control 
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to builders have spread quickly through the industry, most 

changes create shifts in control which subbies and builders 

experience differently -- so that gains for builders, at one 

level, may produce gains for subbies, at another. Power and 

control are never absolute -- they shift with shifting 

economic conditions. 

In their representations of their everyday working 

lives subbies themselves are not good historians. Nor, as 

far as I can see, is it their intention to qualify as such. 

In their accounts of building they do not at all seem to 

value a strict chronology for its own sake. The stories they 

tell and the events they narrate are connected by common 

themes and bound together as representations of parts of 

'the building game' rather than being held together as 

attempts to set out the chronological development within 

their industry. More than with general trends or historical 

developments, they are concerned with particulars -- with 

people, places and events. Subbies* accounts are, in short, 

biographical rather than industrial or historical. 

This is not surprising. In their working lives they 

live amid change and flux and so experience a lack of social 

continuity. Except for technological advances, the tasks 

specific to trades remain virtually the same. The conduct of 

social relations, however, always give emphasis to change 

and not to continuity. When speakers talk of events in the 

past, it is their own part in the events that is 

significant, and not the precise moment of temporal 

occurrence. The particulars of individual experience, rather 

than generalities about the industry, are given most 
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significance by subbies. 

While subcontracting has traditionally been the method 

of organising much building work, a push towards increasing 

the amount of subcontracting in the building industry was 

begun in the late nineteenth century (Connell and Irving 

1980:108). However, the practice of subcontracting labour 

for every trade in this industry was not widespread until 

the middle of the twentieth century. Hutton has provided a 

brief account of the major trends in the social 

organisation of 'cottage work' since World War II (1970:81-

95). He describes an organisational movement from small 

firms with fairly stable numbers of employees to 

subcontracting an ever increasing amount of the work, until 

at present virtually all work on building sites is 

subcontracted out. Economically, this organisational 

movement has shifted financial risk away from builders and 

shared it out among subcontractors. Hutton identifies four 

key reasons for the post-war growth of subcontracting in 

this industry: (1) the increased presence of immigrant 

tradesmen whose skills were not as good as those of pre-war 

tradesmen but who can find work in a team where their poor 

skills can be compensated for; (2) the need to reduce the 

construction time has favoured methods of organisation which 

are faster and subcontractors are seen to fill this need by 

their willingness to work longer than specified in any award 

conditions; (3) the increased use of pre-fabricated methods 

of construction have required less skill than in the past; 

and (4) it has become necessary to control and reduce 

overhead costs to remain competitive and subcontracting 

allows greater control and the potential for reduction of 
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costs (Hutton 1970:81-82). 

It is important to note that the subcontracting of 

almost all work in the housing industry began at a time when 

economic conditions were buoyant (cf. Gardener et al 1981). 

As more houses were being constructed, the labour to build 

them was in demand. In order to attract workers to jobs some 

builders began paying high rates for the work to be done 

and, by making the workers independent subcontractors, the 

builders could, during an economic down-turn, push some of 

the economic risk onto the workers. 

When subbies talk of the organisational changes in the 

industry they describe shifting practices that tend to be 

related directly to their personal work experience. When the 

incidence of subcontracting began to increase, builders 

encouraged tradesmen to work this way. Subbies were offered 

more money for the same amount of work previously done. One 

former brickie described how at one time he had been offered 

three times the legally established award wage to work as a 

subcontractor. Rather than simply decreasing costs, the 

movement to subcontracting increased costs but provided 

other benefits for a builder: better control over the final 

product and less involvement for the builder in 

administrative activities such as doing the paperwork for 

taxes, holiday and leave-loading, workers' compensation 

payments or any of the other costs involved in maintaining a 

work-force. Subcontracting provides a costing directly 

related to each job and which requires far lower overheads 

than keeping a staff of permanent employees and maintaining 

equipment and materials in builders' work yards. As the move 
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to subcontracting entailed a shift to competitive quotes for 

almost every job done, this move did in the long term have 

the effect of reducing the absolute costs of jobs to both 

builders and buyers. As a method of organising work, 

subcontracting provided far greater flexibility for builders 

and increased uncertainty for subbies. 

Subbies themselves are quick to note how what appeared 

at first to be quite good conditions were quickly eroded. 

For example, when brickies were first enticed into 

subcontracting, everything except their trowels was 

delivered to the site by the builder. As brickies came to 

accept work as subbies, the materials necessary for 

completing jobs were not always delivered to building sites. 

Builders' shift from using regular employees to an extensive 

use of subcontractors forced subbies to make larger capital 

investment in tools and vehicles. Brickies, for example, 

found they had to invest in mixers, pack-barrows for moving 

bricks, wheel-barrows, full sets of the tools they required 

and the means to transport all their requirements. Even 

excluding the cost of a small truck or a ute, a brickie 

would need to spend about $2,000.00 to outfit himself with 

the basic necessities to carry out his work. As subbies' 

expenses for tools and other equipment increased, those of 

the builders decreased. One subbie noted: 

It was really good at the beginning, you know. You'd 
just have to show up with your trowel in hand and 
everything was there waiting for you. ... It didn't 
take long for things to change though. Like builders 
used to supply the mudboards for the jobs. You'd show 
up and there would be three or four boards waiting for 
you. Then we found that we would show up with our 
trowels and everything would be there except the bloody 
mudboards. When he was paying you wages you could phone 
and tell to get the boards to you, but when you're 
getting paid by the brick you've got to get going 
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quick. ... Pretty soon brickies started just throwing 
their mudboards into their utes [utility vehicles] and 
taking them to the job themselves. Pretty soon it was 
the same with everything, you know. We ended up towing 
bloody trailers of tools around with us and now we all 
just accept it. That's the building game, you know. 
Shifty bastards, bloody builders. 

Ownership of the tools of the trade is not simply a measure 

of a valued autonomy for the subbie. Owning, and using, 

one's own tools is also a marker of how builders have played 

a part -- and the use of 'shifty bastards' would seem to 

assert it was done by conscious effort -- in making subbies 

into truly independent workers. Control is exerted by 

builders over subbies by passing as much managerial 

responsibility as possible on to subbies. Rather than 

deskilling -- although this does take place in the divisiion 

of jobs, so that there now exist several types of carpenters 

with different skills subbies are forced to gain more 

skills in order to make their money. Subbies cannot afford 

to waste the time to ask the builder, or wait for another 

tradesman to appear on site, when they are themselves on 

site but unable to work because some other task is 

unfinished. A subbie must learn to 'get over' the problems 

which confront him on iste. A plasterer, for example, might 

have to 'throw in a few roughies' (lay a few bricks) so that 

he can plaster over them. Subbies must acquire skills 

peripheral to their own trades just to carry out their own 

work. Builders are certainly aware of this. 

Subbies' accounts of the development of their industry 

are generally presented as accounts of their individual 

experiences. There is little concern for the exact timing of 

changes expressed and more concern with the meanings of the 

changes to the actual work they perform. Few precise dates 
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are offered in the accounts of subbies. Instead, their 

accounts are located 'back when' or 'before' or simply 'it 

used to be.' It is true that these changes did not take 

place in 'the building game' all at the same time. There 

appears to have been no general agreement among builders as 

to a common strategy for dealing with the workforce. Rather, 

new relations unfolded and developed as individuals found 

ways to make things work for themselves; and new practices 

spread as others witnessed such adaptations and arrived at 

similar conclusions. 

Another change that has had considerable significance 

for work in the housing industry is the organisational form 

that building companies take and the various types of work 

in which they engage. In the late 1950s, and into the early 

1960s, it was common for small builders to build houses 'on 

spec' [speculation], choosing a design, building the house 

and taking a chance that once completed the house could be 

sold for profit. When times were good, as they were in the 

1950s when the demand for housing was particularly acute, 

many builders made a lot of money (Hutton 1970:87). When a 

recession hit, however, many builders found themselves over

extended: they had re-invested too much of their profits 

back into 'spec' housing and, when the houses didn't sell, 

the builders were left with large bank repayments that could 

not be met. 

Many small builders left 'spec building' after this 

and to this day the new home market is dominated by a few 

large "project home" builders. "Project homes" are mass 

produced houses; a single set of plans can be used numerous 
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times to build the same house in different suburbs. At times 

the same design would be used to build houses on the same 

street, often producing alterations in the design by simply 

printing the 'drawings' backward. This allowed the project 

home builders to cut costs on design and at the same time 

introduce even greater financial controls over materials 

used. The cost of materials for the house could be 

calculated precisely. Similarly, by controlling the costs of 

building the houses by using competitive subcontracted 

labour the costs could be further reduced. 

In a fairly short time, this resulted in a few large 

companies dominating the new home market. While such 

companies can still find themselves threatened with failure 

-- in 1989, Mansard, a large project home builder operating 

in Western Australia and Queensland, went into receivership 

while it had over 1100 houses in various stages of 

completion -- their failure, or potential failure, is far 

more disastrous than the small independent builder. The 

small builder can no longer afford to take the risk of 

building 'on spec' and can only really afford to build one-

off, commissioned 'architect' houses. One small, local 

builder I worked for was quite candid about his work, 

stating quite clearly that he simply could not afford to 

compete with the project home builders. They bought in bulk 

and he could not compete with their material costs. Instead, 

he focused his business attention on alterations and 

renovations within the local community and did not attempt 

to compete with those companies which played in the national 

market. 

In his account of the development of the housing sector 
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of the building industry, Hutton (1970: 87) describes this 

process: 

Immediately after the war, when the pent-up demand for 
housing was particularly acute, most dwellings were 
erected by small local builders on a speculative basis. 
As total demand grew and the capacity of the industry 
expanded, speculative sub-division and home building 
operations became more perilous. Few small builders had 
sufficient finance or credit to risk having unsold land 
and dwellings on their hands. From the late 1950s 
onwards, many small local builders either went out of 
speculative home construction entirely or turned 
themselves into project builders, attempting to secure 
orders and finance for individual home construction 
before actual building work commenced. Today virtually 
all project home builders build to their own or an 
architect's plans several standard homes and generally 
have a small number of show homes available for 
prospective clients to view. Whatever the exact market 
conditions may be, project home building is a type of 
operation which appears to require a rather more 
sophisticated and developed form of building company 
than was generally involved in purely speculative home 
building activities. 

While there are significant differences between the small 
local builders and project home builders there are 
similarities as well. Builders in Western Australia must be 
registered with the Master Builders Association if they are 
to undertake work valued at more than $10,000. Less costly 
jobs must still conform to all local government requirements 

but can be managed or organised by anyone trusted by the 

owner. However, while registration is required for many jobs 

-- registration is often referred to in terms of an 

individual having 'a building ticket* or just 'a ticket' --

it is not necessary for all members of a company to have 

their own ticket. Supervisors can be employed to look after 

a number of jobs without possessing a 'ticket'. It is common 

for supervisors to be former tradesmen, although they are 

not required by law to have any experience in the building 

industry. A company must retain at least on builder, who 
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remains technically responsible for each job, but he need 

have nothing to do with the actual organisation of the work. 

If problems with work occur or things go wrong with a job, 

and claims are made against the company, it is only the 

nominated builder for the job who stands to lose his ticket. 

It is possible, therefore, for a building company to hire or 

employ, on a retaining fee, a builder and work on his 

'ticket' without the principal of the company having the 

necessary qualification himself. Should a successful claim 

be lodged against a company, the builder might lose his 

ticket and force the company to engage someone else with the 

required qualification. I do not think that it is common for 

building firms to engage in this practice. 

Building firms in the housing industry take a 

particular sort of organisational form. Rather than the 

archetypical pyramid structure, with power and authority 

localised among the few individuals near the top and lots of 

employees at the bottom, all that exists for firms in the 

building industry is the top of the pyramid. There is no 

permanent labour force spreading out beneath the decision

makers and controllers. Companies engaged in housing 

construction are characterised by management and management 

alone: everything else, bar secretarial help, is 

subcontracted out to independent tradesmen or others working 

as subbies. There is now little room in the housing industry 

for employees: permanent employees are now seen by builders 

as an unnecessary expense that must be carried through tough 

times, whereas subbies are hired only when required. In 

decreasing the risk carried by the builder, subcontracting 
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has, of course, increased the economically tenuous position 

of workers. While subcontracting does increases the 

independence and autonomy of those so employed, such a form 

of working also increases their exposure to the fluctuations 

of the market. 

Rather than disappearing with the development of a 

mature and modern capitalism, subcontracting as a method of 

organising work has proven itself to be extremely adaptive 

and has, at least in the Perth housing industry, expanded. 

The flexibility of this mode of organisation allows it to be 

particularly sensitive to economic shifts and fluctuations 

in this volatile industry. In not being controlled by any 

central authority, the Perth housing industry has grown and 

changed as individuals have responded to changing conditions 

and have worked to change conditions to suit their own 

interests. The organisation of subcontracting I witnessed 

while conducting fieldwork was not a system designed to 

produce the social form that it did, but was an emergent 

product, the summative result of the cumulative decision

making of all of those involved in subcontracting in the 

industry. As an emergent social form, subcontracting can 

only be understood through time; subcontracting must be 

understood as the social processes which produce the 

fleeting social relationships and momentary social forms 

which characterise work in this industry. 

Subcontracting is, to borrow an apt phrase from Keith 

Windschuttle's analysis of capitalism in general, "based on 

individual decisions made by by thousands of entrepreneurs 

all pursuing their own profit ends" (1980:24). Subbies and 

builders each experience and construct their own 
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understandings of the building industry through their 

Individual strategies aimed at furthering their individual 

interests. They are keen to know what others are doing in 

the industry but each remains individually responsible for 

his own understanding of 'the game'. Subbies and builders 

are not, for the most part, concerned with the systemic 

features of an industry so constituted from their individual 

strategies. There is, in fact, a lack of basic demographic 

and census information available concerning the structure of 

this industry. 

Subcontractors 

There is no accurate record of how many subcontractors 

there are in the Perth housing industry. And because of the 

fluctuations in the labour market, and variation in the 

amount of work, the figures that are produced by the 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) are not collected in a 

way that allows even an estimate to be accurately made. A 

similar criticism was levelled by John Hutton about the 

figures available when he did his research into "building 

and construction in Australia" in the 1960s. Without 

Australian information on this point, Hutton used figures 

from New Zealand to identify a trend towards the increasing 

use of subcontractors and to suggest that a similar trend 

was evident in Austral;la (Hutton 1970:81). Some years 

later, the BWIU in New South Wales suggested that 

approximately 95% of all work carried out in the housing 

industry was subcontracted (Gardener et al 1981:4). 

Knowing how many subbies are involved in this industry 
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does not seem to be a very significant issue for most 

subbies, government departments or industry associations. In 

a volume entitled Careers W.A. (DEET 1988), the ABS offers 

estimates of the number of tradesmen working in the 

industry. It is possible to get a rough idea of how many 

tradesmen might be so employed from the DEEY volume. 

However, it is made clear that the provided figures are mere 

estimates. For example, while it is estimated that there are 

between 2,900 and 3,100 brickies in Western Australia, with 

approximates 55% of these working as self-employed 

subcontractors, the figures are not accurate enough for 

reliable statisticl analysis. Perhaps the most accurate 

statement in the DEET publication is the comment that, "Most 

bricklayers in Western Australia are employed in the housing 

industry" (1988:20). It is important to note that this 

publication deals primarily with recognised trades and 

therefore does not include those who are not properly 

tradesmen in the calculations; for example, those who do 

brick paving work as subbies in the building industry but 

they do not rate a mention in this volume. 

The Australian Bureau of Statistics makes available 

information on the building and construction industry, and 

some of this information does deal specifically with the 

housing sector. The relevant ABS information available for 

Australia is collected by allowing individuals to declare 

themselves as tradesman or labourer employed in building and 

construction work. The ABS also makes available information 

concerning local government approvals for building. All of 

this information might help some analysts develop an 

understanding of the trends in the building industry but 
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does not really provide Information that is useful to rne. 

The available information Identifies the amount of work 

around, but not the number of individuals available or 

engaged in doing it. It is not just that subbies do not look 

at this information — and such publications are beyond the 

sources usually checked by subbies -- or that subbies only 

become interested when such information is made public in 

the media, but that the information itself is not very 

revealing about the social organisation of subcontracting in 

the housing industry. Every job done by subbies in this 

industry does not necessarily receive formal council 

approval. Many small repair and renovation jobs are simply 

carried out 'on hte quiet1 without council knowledge of the 

work being done. Figures dealing with the number of 

buildings commenced include only structures costing more 

that $10,000, for which a registered builder must be 

responsible. Many jobs that subbies undertake do not cost 

$10,000 and so slip through the statistical net. Finally, 

subbies and builders alike know that not all jobs require 

that the money to pay for them be borrowed. One successful 

small builder I worked with deliberately organised his 

business around renovations and alterations because, as he 

said: 'People don't have to worry about interest rates and 

things like that with this sort of work. They've either got 

the money, or they don't, and when they need the room they 

build it.' 

If the ABS cannot produce an accurate account of how 

many subbies there are working in the Perth housing industry 

at any particular time, the Housing Industry Association 
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(HIA) does not even try. Instead, the HIA counts the number 

of jobs advertised in the newspaper to gain insight into the 

current state of the industry. This counting does not, of 

course, indicate the actual number of jobs in the industry 

but only the number publicly advertised. The figure is 

useful as a relative indicator of the current demand for 

labour/tradesmen in the industry, but it does not tell us 

much about the number of subbies engaed in 'cottage work'. 

And, like the other figures noted here, this measure is not 

very revealing of the social organisation of the industry. 

The fragmented and "disorganised" (Gardener et al 

1981:13) nature of the labour market in the housing industry 

makes the collection of statistics useful for my purposes 

difficult. The number of subbies involved in "cottage work' 

is commonly said to be "cyclical" and to fluctuate "with the 

level of building and construction activity" (DEET 1988:20). 

This fluctuation makes calculation of the number of subbies 

difficult. It is also why subcontracting is often defended 

as providing the necessary flexibility for builders, and 

consumers, in the industry. Again, writing of bricklayers, 

the DEET volume notes that: 

many bricklayers leave the occupation because of the 
strenuous nature of the job and the uncertainty of 
employment. They may return in periods of high demand 
when rates of pay are likely to be higher (1988:20). 

With respect to being able to count the number of 

individuals involved in building, there are significant 

differences among subbies in the various trades. One can 

identify haw many electricians or plumbers there are in 

Perth because these are registered trades and the work that 

these tradesmen do can legally only be carried out by a 
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licensed worker. However, knowing how many electricians and 

plumbers there are does not indicate how many of them are 

bidding on and undertaking subcontracting work in the 

housing industry. 

As members of registered trades, electricians and 

plumbers become tradesmen through a stringent apprenticeship 

system. This is no the case for all workers in the hlusing 

industry. It is, for example, far more common for a 

bricklayer to learn his trade informally, on site, while 

working as a brickies' labourer. DEET notes that in 1986/87 

less than 1% of West Australian brickies were produced by 

the indentured apprenticeship system. Indeed, whenever the 

Housing Industry Association or Master Builders Association 

expresses concern about the number of tradesmen available at 

a given time, immigration is generally the proposed 

solution to the problem. In 1988, the Master Builders 

Association publicly suggested that "the national migrant 

intake should be increased by 30,000 to help ease critical 

labour shortages" (W.A. 28/01/88:1). The unions point out 

how such a solution leaves those who work as subcontractors 

even more exposed to the vagaries of market conditions, by 

producing a supply of labour suitable for periods of high 

building activeity and ignoring the fluctuations that will 

undoubtedly follow. As a solution to the labour shortages 

recurrently experienced in the industry, immigration is a 

reasonable solution only for those who do not have to 

maintain a regular workforce and where management does not 

have a long-term commitment to workers. 

In the past, unions associated with building and 

construction have been helpful to individuals carrying out 
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research by providing membership lists (Johnston 1977). 

However, subcontracting is not unionised work and many of 

the subbies I met and worked with were quite aggressively 

and ideologically opposed to unions (see Chapters 2 and 7). 

There is no way of estimating with any real accuracy how 

many subbies there are In Perth from union membership rolls 

-- themselves not always up to date (Johnston 1977:19), 

There is certainly movement from union work to subcontracted 

work, and back again, and during my fieldwork every subbie I 

encountered had at some time been a union member. Union 

membership lists do not offer any indication of how many 

subbies are working in Perth at any given time. 

Rather than finding this inability to quantify numbers 

of subbies in Perth overly worrying, I note that subbies 

themselves are disinterested in the exact number of subbies 

in the industry. They know that the numbers fluctuate and 

that when there is a lot of work available many labourers 

will strike out on their own, and that when work slows down 

many of these same labourers will return to labouring or 

even find themselves 'out of the game* entirely. Subbies 

also recognise that there are enough subbies working in 

Perth to make it impossible for one subbie to know every 

other subbie personally. Subbies are not unique in this. 

Slipping through bureaucratic number-collecting mechanisms 

is a feature they share with other so-called "extraordinary 

groups", such as gypsies (Kephart 1985). One of the defining 

features of "extraordinary groups" is that they are not 

easily identifiable and seem to defy governmental or 

institutional control. This is because extraordinary groups 
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are not really groups at all, they are categories of people. 

Kephart's analysis of gypsies in the United states shows how 

an aggregate of individuals can share an identity but 

without a collective social organisation they can avoid the 

bureaucracies that attempt to name, number and control them 

and remain free. 

Subbies do not constitute themselves as a corporate 

group. they do not share agreed upon interests and never 

come together to further collective goals. To work as a 

subbie is to enter into a categorical relationship with a 

set of other individuals who are also so identified. Mitchel 

shows that categorical relationships "arise in situations 

where, by the nature of things, contacts must be superficial 

and perfunctory" (1966:52) and, I would add, demonstrate a 

rapid tempo of sociation. he goes on to indicate that 

categorical relationships in urban situations provide shared 

understandings necessary for interaction "outside highly 

structured situations" and so serve "to order interaction in 

the day-to-day activities" in such contexts (ibid:54). This 

is accomplished by backgrounding internal differences within 

the particular category and stressing similarities 

(ibid:53) . If categorical relationships indicate a 

particular kind of shared identity -- such as being a subbie 

-- there is no denial of the individuality of those so 

identified. What is stressed as a social condition necessary 

for the existence of categorical relationships is the 

fleeting and instrumental nature of interaction by those so 

identified. 

The significance of defining subbies with reference to 

categorical relationships is that doing so shifts attention 
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from the lack of corporate organisation to the social 

processes by which individual subbies organise their working 

lives. In making this shift, the focus is moved to the 

strategies used by subbies and the understandings necessary 

to formulate them. It is not means, medians and standard 

average deviations that make subcontracting in the housing 

industry understandable. Understanding from the positioned 

perspectives of subbies can be achieved only by working with 

subbies, as I have done, and comprehending the decisions 

subbies make and their reasons for making them in the 

contexts of the subbies' various interpretations of their 

everyday working lives. Among other things, this means 

knowing something of the way subbies understand and use 

the city for their work. 

Subbies in Perth 

Individual subbies and builders do not work randomly, 

just anywhere in Perth. Most have a relatively small area, a 

couple of "local government" cities, towns or shires, in 

which they focus their attentions (see Map 1). They tend to 

become familiar with the specific building codes regulating 

work in these areas as well as with the main local suppliers 

of materials and credit (cf Hutton 1970:6). There is a 

tendency for subbies and to live in the area where they work 

and to advertise this as the case. This was Sharky's message 

when he advertised himself as "your reliable local building 

expert': trust me, I'm your neighbour not a stranger and I 

have local expertise. By stressing the local nature of his 

business, Sharky separates himself from the large national 
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project home builders, such as A.V. Jennings or Designed for 

Living—Mansard. The large companies work anywhere and what 

Sharky tries to convey is a sense of personal involvement 

with both work and suburb. 

Identified as Western Australia's only major urban 

centre in the 1981 census, metropolitan Perth covers a vast 

area for a city with its population. Now identified as the 

"Perth Statistical Division" by the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics (ABS), this is an area of some 5,363 square 

kilometres in which some 922,040 people reside, almost 71 

per cent of the total population of Western Australia. the 

population of Perth has grown at every census since 1848 and 

the metropolitan area now has a population density of about 

172 people per square kilometre. While the Perth Statistical 

Division is the most densely populated region of the state, 

172 people per square kilometre hardly represents "high 

density" living by world standards as one finds in cities 

such as London, New York, Tokyo or Mexico City). 

As a city, Perth has been built outwards rather than 

upwards. The metropolitan area spreads out over a large 

coastal sand plain. Instead of boasting high-density, high-

rise blocks of flats, Perth is characterised by much lower 

density free-standing housing mixed with some medium density 

low-rise blocks of flats, huddled groups of villas and town 

houses. The housing situation in Perth, and more generally 

in Australia, remains one which emphasises home ownership. 

Indeed, home ownership is often represented as a fundamental 

part of "the great Australia dream", even if in periods of 

high interest rates and unemployment home-ownership seems to 
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be a "nightmare" rather than a dream (Kemeny 1983). As the 

population of Perth Increases, land is released and made 

available for suburban subdivisions with their 

characteristic "brick and tile" houses. Perth is a fast 

growing city and there is a need to house those who swell 

the population. 

The most significant physical feature which subbies 

use, to locate their work in relation to, is the Swan River. 

Flowing gently through the Swan Coastal Plain, the estuarine 

Swan river divides Perth in two, locally referred to as 

'north of the river" and 'south of the river". Unless 

working for a project home builder, who may have work 

throughout the city, there is a marked tendency for subbies 

to work on only one side of the river. A subbie is less 

likely to find himself 'stuffing around' when working in an 

area he knows. If materials are not ready on site, he knows 

where to find them; if specialist tools or equipment is 

required, he knows where to rent them; if things go wrong or 

directions are unclear, the builder is available quickly; 

also, moneey is saved becasuse less time is spent travelling 

to and from work. There are few bridges crossing the Swan 

River. Crossing is no trouble at Fremantle and at 'the 

narrows', but a subbie working anywhere in between these two 

crossings must travel many kilometres to cross the river. 

Subbies choosing to work both sides of the river incur costs 

in both time, away from getting work done, and money, for 

petrol, to move from one side to the other (see Map 1). 

Subbies generally have an idea of how many other 

subbies compete for work in their area and the various kinds 

of work that these other subbies prefer. I once listened to 
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a builder try to organise a subcontracting electrician to do 

some work outside of the area in which the electrician 

normally workds. On hearing the name of the suburb where the 

job was located, the electrician passed off the work as 

being 'too bloody far away' and then said: 'Out there you 

want to talk to Eddie', and offered Eddie's company name. 

The electrician had an idea of who in his trade worked in 

what suburbs. There certainly are no formal rules for the 

building industry about moving into or out of an area and 

local subbies accept that other subbies will always be 

coming and going. This seems quite reasonable given the lack 

of any central organisation among subbies. I did once hear a 

brickie apologise to another brickie for 'working your 

patch'; but this seemed entirely idiosyncratic. The two had 

been partners some yearr before, ending the partnership 

quite amicably, and there was no apparent animosity between 

them. In fact, a short while after this encounter ther were 

once again 'teamed up' as partners. 

It is not possible to identify the precise geographic 

scope of every subbies area or 'patch' where individuals 

tend to work as these areas are left somewhat ambiguous; 

there is no need to define them precisely. A subbie could, 

for example, live in Melville and over time shift the focus 

of his work from Melville and Canning to Melville and 

Fremantle (see Map 1). Over the six years I have known 

Arthur, I have watched him shift the focus of his work from 

the suburbs around Fremantle to cease worrying about local 

custom at all as he began working for a project home 

builder. For the project home builder, Arthur went to the 
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jobs wherever they might be; doing his own work, he stayed 

as close to home as possible. 

Subbies tend to identify jobs by suburb. Each city, 

town of shire is divided into smaller named suburbs and it 

is these names that are used by subbies when talking about 

jobs in the area they normally work. A subbie living and 

working in Melville, for example, may identify 'the Bicton 

job', 'the Attadale job' or 'the Palmyra job' at some given 

time. If a subbie or builder is involved in more than one 

job in the same suburb the jobs are apt to be distinguished 

by street names: 'when we were on the Bicton job, you know, 

Moreing Street . . . ' . Among subbies, jobs tend not to be 

known by an owner's name. It is the job and not the person 

which matters to subbies, although occasionally a friendly 

social relationship does develop between subbie and 

(usually) a male owner. The woman of the house, in 

renovation work, is usually made to remain anonymous and 

insignificant by identifying her simply as 'the owner's 

wife ' . 

The suburbs of Perth are not socially or economically 

all the same. Subbies and builders are sensitive to the 

social and economic differences. One small builder I worked 

for tended to confine his work to 'south of the river' and 

particularly in the working-calss suburbs around Cockburn 

and Melville. While not the most exclusive suburbs in Perth, 

the builder maintained that 'working people' lived there and 

that 'they understand that a builder needs his money'. The 

builder figured that he could quote up to 20 % more for the 

same job in the more salubrius suburb of Nedlands, and this 

would mean almost 20 % more profit for him, but 'there's no 
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joy in it'. His understanding, based on some experience, is 

that in Nedlands 'they really make you wait for your money. 

they just don't seem to understand that I need that money to 

keep on going'. Rather than invest capital in the non

productive waiting for payment from work done in Nedlands, 

this builder instead has chosen to confine his work to 

suburbs where he has a shorter wait and quicker turn-over 

from jobs done for less. 

While Perth is a small city, by world standards, it is 

not a homogeneous place for subbies. To work successfully in 

the housing industry a subbie must learn to "read the city" 

and understand the significant differences relevant for his 

work. Each subbie must learn to read and understand the 

local features of the housing industry for himself, from his 

own perspective. Learning to read the city is not a skill 

acquired quickly by subbies. It is a slow process of 

accruing experiences, learning from both successes and 

failures and always testing what is newly learnt against 

past experiences. Without an individual understanding of the 

current conditions pertaining in the industry, a subbie has 

little hope of producing and maintaining a steady 'flow of 

work' for himself. 

Subcontracting and the 'Flow of Work' 

In an industry with a quick tempo of sociation, 

establishing and maintaining continuity of work is a 

recurring problem for subbies. Often expressed by subbies as 

a concern to have a 'flow of work', this problem goes to the 

heart of subcontracting. Continuity can be produced either 
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by engaging a 'long run' for a single builder or by 

the subbie organising various of his own jobs so that new 

work becomes available as current work is completed. 

Subbies and builders work in a world which is dominated 

by personal relationships which are temporally bounded by 

the jobs that bring them together. It is possible for every 

job to be competitively bid on, with the lowest quote being 

successful. In practice, however, this is not the case. 

While a number of jobs are negotiated in this manner, it is 

also true that a number of builders and subbies come to 

agreements that may span a number of distinct jobs, lasting 

for a number of weeks, months and sometimes even years 

before they are broken. 

Relationships do inevitably end in building, and within 

even the longest term relationship all parties recognise 

that their association is not permanent. Even relationships 

that last for a long time in the industry are broken for 

what appear to be relatively minor reasons. A carpenter I 

met once recounted how he had worked for one builder 

continuously for almost two years and then left, walking out 

one morning, over a claim for $15 travelling money. The 

carpenter believed the money was due him and the builder did 

not. When the builder refused payment, the carpenter 

•walked'. When I met him he was just beginning to work 

regularly again, after several weeks of struggling to 

develop a 'flow of work'. He told me that he now thought it 

ridiculous to have left after almost two years of good work 

over $15 but, with a shrug of his shoulders, noted that: 

•It's done now. I'm not going back'. His actions are not 

singular; his is a common way of dealing with disagreements 
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in building. However, both subbies and builders often find 

it useful to establish some temporal depth in their 

relationships, and so allowing them more knowledge of each 

other and, they hope, greater reliability in the abilities 

of each to manage a shared 'flow of work'. However, in 

building there are no guarantees for subbies that the builde 

who paid you last week will pay you this week; nor for 

builders that the subbie who did a satisfactory job last 

week will do one again this week. Time spent working 

together produces shared experiences but it does not produce 

trust among subbies and builders. They continue to find 

significance in the immediate future and not in the past and 

future relationships remain unclear and not entirely 

dependent upon the past. 

Continuity in a relationship between subbie and builder 

is not always seen as a desirable condition by either party. 

There is a perception of danger in this continuity on both 

sides of the relationship: what may begin as a competitive 

and economically viable relationship can quickly become lax 

and undesirable. As a relationship between subbie and 

builder develops over time both parties may begin to wonder 

whether they are maintaining good value from the 

relationship. Arthur once told me of a bloke he had worked 

for who, as a brickie, used to subcontract other brickies on 

day wages and pay them quite well. The new blokes would work 

hard to show the leader of the team that they were worth the 

money he was paying them. However, the leader of the team 

figured that blokes hired and paid in this way started 

relaxing after about six weeks and stopped producing as much 
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as they did at the start. He would get rid of the blokes 

after about six weeks and hire new brickies for his team, in 

this way he always had 'hungry' brickies working with him, 

putting money in his own pocket. Arthur disapproved, but his 

characterisation of the bloke as 'a real crafty bastard' is 

a bit ambiguous. This usage can also be understood as 

offering a grudging respect for the bloke. I think this 

ambiguity was not lost on Arthur. the bloke had taught 

Arthur 'the game' and Arthur respected him for that; but 

then, Arthur no longer worked for him either. 

When Frederik Barth wanted to indicate the growing 

interest and excitement among the nomadic Basseri, as they 

approached their favourite camping places, he did so by 

demonstrating how they began rising and getting underway 

earlier morning after morning (Barth 1961:150-51). A similar 

measure can be used for building, to show the flagging 

interest in hard work as a working relationship becomes too 

established and taken for granted. During my fieldwork 

Arthur and I worked 'on wages' for a builder for several 

months. At the beginning of our relationship with this 

builder we were up and at work by 7 am every morning and 

worked through until after 4 pm. After a couple of weeks of 

this, we slowly began arriving a little bit later in the 

mornings and began cleaning up and leaving a little bit 

earlier in the afternoons. Rather than a rough measure of 

excitement or interest, our starting and finishing times 

illustrate how we slipped into taking it easy and lost the 

competitive keenness we had displayed at the beginning of 

our association with the builder. After a period of working 

hard and steady when we started, to show that we deserved 
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what we were being paid, Arthur and I soon settled into a 

more relaxing pace for our work. Finally, after we drove to 

work one morning at a little after 8 am we passed the 

builder on his way to visit another job. Arthur's ute was 

distinctive and there was no way we could avoid seeing each 

other as we passed. As we drove on towards our work Arthur 

cooly noted, 

'Bloody hell. I guess that's it for us then. He won't 
have us around much longer. I mean, it's a bit much 
getting caught going to work after 8 o'clock'. 

Indeed, our relationship with the builder ended a short time 

later. While the particularities differ from case to case, 

this general form of relationships is common throughout the 

building industry. 

Even when relationships do last for some time, they 

remain tenuous. When mark began working for Sharky, a small 

local builder, it was as a 'chippie' who could do several 

different types of work. He could work as a roofing 

carpenter or a finishing carpenter, as the job required. 

Mark got along well with Sharky, also a carpenter by trade, 

and soon found himself moving from job to job working 

exclusively with Sharky 'for wages' rather than 'on a price1 

for every separate job. For Sharky and Mark this was a 

period of a continuity of work for them both. As a small 

local builder, involved in renovations and alterations, 

Sharky secured the jobs and kept Mark and himself working 

regularly. As long as Sharky had work both accepted that 

Mark also had work. 

For his part, Mark began to do more than just the 

carpentry work on Sharky's jobs. He began to take on small 

71 



bits of roof plumbing, plasterboard fixing and the small and 

messy tasks so often involved in renovation work, including 

clearing up and making sure that everything was presentable 

for the owner. His skills and reliability became very useful 

to Sharky. As Mark became more and more comfortable with 

Sharky, however, he also started taking what Sharky 

considered to be liberties. Mark has had a long on-and-off 

association with 'the bottle' and after establishing himself 

with Sharky this association become more on than off. Mark 

began drinking heavily and started missing work on some 

days. He also began calling Sharky at home, in the evenings, 

keeping him on the telephone for lengthy periods and 

complaining drunkenly about everyone else working on 

Sharky's job sites. Sharky was not amused. 

Finally, after making hints to Mark about pulling 

himself together and stopping the evening telepohone calls, 

Sharky announced to Arthur and myself in the pub one night 

that he was going to 'let Mark go'. He was, Sharky said, 

•tired of putting up with all of Mark's bloody problems' and 

thought it would be a good thing 'for Mark to see what it's 

like subbying again for a while'. Sharky didn't question 

Mark's ability as a tradesman or his skills on building 

sites. What Sharky complained of was Mark's lackadaisical 

attitude towards work and his refusal to confine their 

relationship to the hours given to building. Sharky didn't 

exclude the possibility of working with Mark again sometime 

in the future, after Mark had seen 'what it's like subbying 

again' and had regained his ability for hard work. 

Mark had established a continuity of work with Sharky 

that had lasted for some time. The cost of this, for Mark, 
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was that he did not maintain contacts with others involved 

in building. When Sharky stopped employing him, Mark was at 

a loss when trying to re-establish a 'flow of work' for 

himself. Sharky, on the other hand, did not endanger the 

continuity of custom he had built up or the social 

connections he had worked years to establish. Sharky 'gave 

away' a regular subbie he had been 'using', but had little 

trouble finding someone else to take Mark's place. Sharky's 

continuity of jobs was based on years of work, building up 

his reputation as a local builder, while Mark's continuity 

as a subbie had become entirely dependent upon Sharky. 

The ending of the relationship between Mark and Sharky 

was handled by Sharky in a way which did not make it 

absolute. He told Arthur and myself that 'after a few 

months maybe he'll realise how easy he's had it and put out 

a bit more when he comes back'. Sharky recogised that Mark 

had it in him to be a good worker, but that he tended to 

'slack off' when he settled comfortably into a working 

relationship. Sharky wanted mark to work harder and to 'put 

out' on every job to retain the steady access to work. The 

separation was hard for Mark. In working for Sharky for such 

a long time, he had let his ties to others with work lapse. 

Mark's dependence upon Sharky undermined his autonomy and it 

took him several months to re-establish a steady 'flow of 

work' for himself. In talking to us the way that he had, I 

think Sharky was also telling Arthur and I what he expected 

of us in our work for him. 

A 'flow of work' must be carefully organised and 

managed by each subbie and builder. In an industry with a 
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rapid tempo of sociation, continuity of work must always be 

in the process of being produced rather than merely assumed. 

Subbies must invest considerable unpaid time in managing 

their work schedules and are regularly 'stuffed around1 

looking for and quoting on potential work. Continuity of 

work, in the form of a 'long run' with a single builder, is 

sometimes possible but, as I show more fully in Chapter 3, 

the lack of trust between subbies and builders is such that 

the continuity rarely lasts for very long. It is the 

individual's struggle to produce a continuity in his work 

that makes and keeps subbies aware of their need to retain 

some autonomy in their working lives. 

Even when a subbie can produce a steady and reliable 

'flow of work' for himself, he must still confront aspects 

of subcontracting which hinder his ability to accomplish the 

work successfully. Subbies describe such occurrences as 

variations of 'stuffing around'. All the 'stuffing around' 

that a subbie must deal with, by virtue of working as a 

subcontractor and managing his work as well as physically 

carrying it out, remains a constant challenge to any 

independence he has won. 

'Stuffing Around' 

From the perspective of subbies, work is about 

•stuffing around' as much as it is about getting the 

required tasks for any job done. After spending almost seven 

days on a building site, asking questions of the brickie I 

call Arthur Daley, the brickwork was finished and Arthur 

ready to leave for his next job. After negotiating the terms 

of my continued presence, Arthur made arrangements to pick 
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me up early the following Monday morning. Later that night, 

as I moved to leave the pub where we had been drinking, 

Arthur commented: 

Now you're going to see what subbying is really all 
about, mate, all the stuffing around involved. There's 
a lot more to this game than you've seen so far. 

As I worked alongside Arthur over the next few months I 

witnessed much of the 'stuffing around' subbies like Arthur 

associate with their work. 

Working as a subbie entails much more than merely being 

a tradesman, whatever level of skill one possesses. 

'Stuffing around', or being 'stuffed around' by others, 

includes all the time and effort -- unpaid and counted as 

wasted -- put into organising jobs and materials just to 

keep working. For a subcontracting brickie, who is being 

paid according to the number of bricks laid, the activity of 

laying bricks is not usually seen as 'stuffing around'. He 

is being paid to lay bricks. It can be 'stuffing around' 

when the job is 'messy', as when the dimensions set out in 

the drawings don not 'work bricks' so that bricks require 

cutting for every course laid. However, quoting for jobs 

that are not won, ordering and picking up materials, 

travelling between several jobs on one day and time spent 

'setting out the job', to get everything square and laid out 

correctly according to the drawings, do constitute 'stuffing 

around'. Similarly, plasterers are commonly paid by the 

square metre of the surfaces plastered. When the path from 

the materials required for the job is too long, or difficult 

to negotiate, the job may be described as one that entails 

too much 'stuffing around'. 'Stuffing around' for subbies 
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includes all tasks and disruptions which are not directly 

associated with the economic calculation of an acceptable 

payment for a job. The fact that rates negotiated and paid 

are defended by builders as including money for such 

problems as these is not accepted by subbies who commonly 

reassert that they are 'paid to lay bricks, not stuff 

around' or express the equivalent sentiment for their trade. 

While I was working regularly with Arthur, my 

appreciation of building and all that it involves changed 

considerably. When working with him, and accepting payment 

for my labour, my relationship with him and the work we were 

doing changed dramatically. I was expected to work; I had a 

purpose for being on site. Instead of treating me politely, 

Arthur shouted at me when I failed in my tasks as a labourer 

and 'stuffed him around*. His voice could be loud when he 

desired and on more than one occasion I have hear him sing 

out the single work 'mud' as loud as he could when his 'mud 

board* was empty and there was no sign of more appearing. He 

could also display humour as on the morning when he looked 

down from the scaffolding where he was working to not that, 

'I'm sure glad there's no wild dogs around here'. Thinking 

it a rather odd statement, I asked him what he meant, only 

to be advised that he didn't 'have a bloody brick to throw 

at them". His point was made; I quickly loaded the 

scaffolding with bricks and let him get back to work. Arthur 

was working 'on a price' for the job and the quicker he 

finished the sooner we could move on to the next job and 

(potentially) earn more money. 

As I witnessed more of the everyday activity of 

building my questions about the general organisation of the 
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industry became less abstract and began to be grounded in 

the experiences Arthur and I were sharing day by day. I 

began witnessing first-hand the activity of laying bricks 

and also the 'stuffing around' that Arthur had talked about. 

When Arthur had told me that I would begin to 

understand the 'stuffing around' experienced by subbies once 

I started working with him, he was indicating that I had not 

yet witnessed anything of particular importance about 

subcontracting. I had watched him working as a tradesman, 

laying bricks and, on this occasion, labouring for himself, 

but that was all. In building there is a well recognised 

difference between working as a tradesman and working as a 

subbie. A tradesman is a person known for the possession of 

a recognised craft or trade; identification as a subbie 

stresses the mode of payment for work undertaken and, 

perhaps more importantly, the relationship between builder 

and worker. A tradesman may engage in union work and be 

covered by the "award conditions" for that work, as 

guaranteed in the various peices of State and Federal 

industrial relations legislation. A tradesman may also find 

work as a subbie and be self-employed, without the 

protection of a union and not covered by existing industrial 

relations legislation. There is less 'stuffing around' for 

those working on union jobs because the unions and employers 

have agreed upon the conditions of employment, with workers 

employed under set "award conditions" with management 

responsible for organising materials and work. 

Subcontracting is anathema to union organisers because it 

turns tradesmen into managers and, in so doing, makes them 
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similarly responsible for the 'stuffing around' involved in 

carrying out their work. On big jobs, the builder and union 

take on the managerial responsibilities for the 'stuffing 

around' for the tradesmen while on smaller jobs in the 

housing industry it is the subbie himself who so often must 

deal with the "stuff ups' associated with his work. 

Unions combine tradesmen and others they represent into 

corporate groups with identifiable shared interests. 

Subcontracting produces and reproduces an atomistic form of 

social organisation in which subbies, as self-employed and 

economically isolated competitors with one another, each 

pursue what they perceive to be their own individual 

interests as they engage in both the physical work and 

management of their independent enterprises. For subbies, 

this necessary acceptance of managerial responsibilities 

leads to an increase in the tempo of their associations with 

others and a greater responsibility for the continuity of 

their own work. This, in turn, leads to considerable 

'stuffing around' in their working lives as subbies become 

both workers and managers, experiencing difficulties on job 

sites and being forced to resolve the difficulties. 

Conclusion 

Subcontracting makes the continuity of work the problem 

of individual subbies. This is due to the self-1iquidating 

nature of all social relationships in the industry. Through 

subcontracting, builders find flexibility and subbies 

uncertainty. For builders, subcontracting means that the 

costs of labour are reduced and accurately calculable for 

each job. As builders do not have any responsibility for 
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maintaining a regular workforce, they find it relatively 

easy to adjust to the seasonal and cyclical economic 

fluctuations of this volatile industry. Builders hire 

subbies when they have work to be done and when there is no 

work builders have no expenses for a workforce. 

Subbies are confronted with the seasonal and cyclical 

economic fluctuations in house building in a different way. 

Every subbie involved in building experiences a slowing of 

work in the winter. The weather does not entirely stop work, 

but it does mean that jobs progress towards completion much 

more slowly than in summer as trades like bricklaying are 

very much at the mercy of the weather -- it is hard, if not 

impossible, to lay bricks in the rain. Because of the 

preponderance of bricks as a building material in Western 

Australia, the slowing down of brickwork passes on a slow 

down in all building activity. Seasonality and other 

economic fluctuations in building emphasise uncertainty for 

subbies because they disrupt continuity and the 'flow of 

work'. the labour market for housing subcontractors is thus 

in a constant state of flux as subbies move in and out of 

work according to the availability of work for them. 

Autonomy -- being able to 'look after* oneself -- is 

often expressed as a value in and of itself for those 

engaged in subcontracting. Like Agar's independent truckers 

of the United States (Agar 1986), some subbies will stress 

that they are 'independent businessmen*. Often opposing 

themselves to collective bargaining and the award conditions 

fought for by those they deride as 'ratbag unionists*, many 

subbies find the autonomy available in working as 

79 



subcontractors appealing. Indeed, subbies can oppose unions 

simply by denying any obligation to the organisation while 

the compulsion to operate as a subcontractor cannot be so 

easily denied. As the carpenter quoted at the beginning of 

this chapter noted: 'if you're going to work here you work 

as a subbie. There's no bloody choice". 

At times, then, subbies can express themselves as 

fiercely independent workers. However, this is not a 

necessary commitment for those engaged in building and 

renovating houses in Perth. The social organisation of 

building requires no necessary commitment from those who 

work within it. Autonomy may be a valued end or a means to 

an end. Those for whom subcontracting exists as a means to 

an end must still recognise that earning an income from the 

building industry requires working as a subbie. A worker can 

be opposed to subcontracting yet it remains necessary for 

him to organise his work in this way. 

Builders exert control in the industry not by 

deskilling labour, the common way for factory management to 

control labour, but rather by controlling the organisation 

of the work without having to oversee it as it is performed. 

It is easier to control subbies by forcing them to become 

responsible for the completion of set tasks. This leaves 

subbies in a precarious position: 

The attempt to become one's own master, to gain the 
independence lacking in most employment, leads to the 
experience of subordination, unmitigated by the 
protections of collective organisation (Gardener et al, 
1981:14) . 

While subbies may not always experience unmitigated 

subordination, they certainly seem aware of the influence of 

the social organisation of their industry on their working 
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lives. It is the very autonomy of subbies which allows them 

the potential to earn more money than they could as wage 

earners that provides the atomistic social organisation that 

allows builders to exert control over subbies1 lives. 

Having demonstrated how the process of organising work 

in this industry produces social and economic individualism, 

I now turn to how understandings of the housing industry are 

shared by those engaged in construction work. This requires 

an analysis of the way subbies culturally constitute their 

shared industry. 
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NOTES 

1. "Dwellings commenced" is only one of a number of ways 
used to measure trends in the building industry. For their 
own purposes, various government departments and private 
organisations also use tallies of: building applications to 
local councils, dwelling approvals by local councils, 
dwelling completions, the dollar value of mortgage approvals 
by banks and other lending agencies and the monthly number 
of local newspaper advertisements for tradesmen. 
Subbies pay close attention to all public announcements 
about trends in the building industry because such 
announcements help subbies understand the current amount of 
'work around' and to anticipate the immediate future of 
building work. By helping subbies understand the changing 
competitive conditions of their industry, knowledge of the 
projections of economic trends helps subbies prepare their 
quotes for work. In Chapter 3 I deal with this aspect of the 
building industry in greater detail. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE BUILDING GAME 

Introduction 

Throughout my fieldwork with subbies I listened to, and 

often took an active part in, discussions about building and 

'the building game'. 'The building game' is an expression 

used by all involved and it was with this phrase that the 

industry was variously identified as a subject for 

discussion and as the context within which our working 

activities and interests were located. Use of the trope 'the 

building game* is pervasive in the talk among subbies and 

builders and others with claims to sharing inside 

understandings of the practices of building. 

I began research into various aspects of the social and 

cultural organisation of house building in Perth with 

informal discussions and interviews with a number of subbies 

and builders. From these early meetings I hoped to come to 

grips with some of the central features of the industry as 

those I interviewed understood and represented it. At the 

same time, I hoped to make social contacts that would ease 

my entry into fieldwork. In the course of my discussions I 

was regularly advised of the difficulties I could expect to 

encounter. One carpenter, whom I came to know very well, 

noted that: 

I reckon you've chosen a difficult one there mate. The 
building game is too bloody complex. If you want my 
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advice I'd give it away and find something else. 

When I persisted with my inquiries, always searching for 

evidence of a general pattern in the elicited responses, I 

was greeted regularly with comments to the effect that: 

Well, I've been in this game for seventeen years now 
mate and I still don't know how it works, so I just 
don't know what you're going to know in just eighteen 
months. 

Others even stressed the impossibility of ever 'knowing the 

building game' in its entirety. One subbie, quoted above, 

who denied knowing how 'the building game' work had been 

successfully engaged in building for seventeen years, ample 

indication that to 'know how it works' in every detail is 

not a requirement for earning a living in 'the building 

game.' My concern here is with how 'the building game' is 

known and the nature of that which is so constituted and 

known. 'The building game' is the most encompassing and 

inclusive representation that subbies and builders alike use 

to identify their particular work as part of a shared 

cultural domain. It is, in fact, the only representation 

that is used to formulate a characterisation of the industry 

in its entirety. The problem is, what does this phrase 

identify? 

'The Building Game' 

As a figure of speech 'the building game' immediately 

caught my attention because of the wealth of analytically 

useful images it conjured up — for the most part drawn 

directly from that academic enterprise known as "game 

theory" — and the features of this industry it seemed to 

help me make sense of: tradesmen working in teams, competing 

84 



for work, winning and losing contracts and, perhaps most of 

all, the notion that there would be rules to define the game 

and associated strategies for playing. It was, I originally 

thought, a metaphor indicative of the existence of a shared, 

generative "folk model" for the industry (Holy and Stuchlik 

1981:1-34), the close analysis of which would lead to an 

accounting for the ways in which this complex industry was 

rendered understandable by and for those professionally 

involved in it. In Geertz's terms I believed this phrase to 

be both a "model for" and a "model of" building in Western 

Australia; a model which would simultaneously identify both 

how to understand the complexities of working as a subbie 

and how to organise one's work as a subbie (Geertz 1973:93-

95). In short, I thought I had located a metaphor so 

pervasive in organising and extending the thought and action 

of those in the building industry that it could be said to 

be experientially "lived by" for those so engaged (Lakoff 

and Johnson 1980). 

Lakoff and Johnson identify metaphors as being "lived 

by" according to the systematic manner in which the social 

use of such a metaphor can be elaborated and extended. In so 

constituting, and bounding, culturally recognised 

experiential and conceptual domains of everyday life 

metaphors allow for the internal elaboration and generation 

of understandings. As these metaphors are conventional they 

are left unquestioned by those who use them. So, for 

example, Lakoff and Johnson identify the metaphor "time is 

money" as it is "reflected in contemporary English" and 

follow with an account of sixteen elaborations upon this 

theme, developing the potential of this metaphor so that 
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time is understood as being budgeted, borrowed, spent, 

wasted, saved, and so on. In this analysis they conclude 

that in English speaking cultures time is conceived as "a 

limited resource" and as "a valuable commodity". It is 

through such an extension and elaboration of this metaphor 

that time is understood and experienced in much everyday 

life (Lakoff and Johnson 1980: 7-9). Lakoff and Johnson 

demonstrate that "most of our ordinary conceptual system is 

metaphorical in nature" and develop what they argue is an 

"experlentiallst approach" for exploring questions 

concerning the "meaningfulness" of our everyday lives 

(Lakoff and Johnson 1980: 4). 

'The building game' evidences the formal properties of 

a metaphor: building is represented as being a game. It was 

in this way that I originally conceived 'the building game' 

operating in the discourse of subbies, builders and others 

who identify building in this way. However, as research 

progressed I found this handling of the metaphor of building 

as a "game" becoming somewhat strained analytically. The 

more I listened to the use of 'the building game' in natural 

conversations, the less useful this analytical elaboration 

seemed to be for understanding what what was being said. It 

is true that I could, and on several occasions did, 

elaborate this formulation as if it were a metaphor without 

being stopped or corrected by those I was working with; but 

they did not systematically use 'the building game' in this 

way themselves. While I heard 'the building game' used many 

times every day when working as a labourer, I never heard it 

elaborated on in any way by those I worked with. 
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Therefore, while 'the building game' does certainly 

exist, and has the potential to be elaborated and extended 

as a metaphor, this potential is left unexplolted by those 

who use the phrase. Moreover, the more I consciously used 

the generative potential of the phrase to organise and 

analyse the materials I had collected, the more I began to 

feel that my usage was becoming like a poet's conceit. After 

all, if those who made their living from this industry 

steadfastly refused to develop the generative potential so 

apparent to me, how could I claim the 'game' notion to have 

such analytical and interpretive usefulness? 

To continue to use and develop the interpretive 

potential of this formulation as a metaphor along "game 

theory" lines, as I originally conceived, may produce an 

interesting analysis but in so doing it misrepresents the 

particular way 'the building game' is "lived", as evidenced 

through its use among the subbies, builders and others. Its 

extended use by me would, therefore, misrepresent the way 

actors constitute their diverse work experiences within a 

shared cultural domain. Keesing's (1985:201) warnings 

concerning the dangers of reading "into other people's ways 

of talk metaphysical beliefs or cosmologies that such talk 

seems to imply, but does not" seems apposite here. However, 

equal care must be taken to understand the "metaphysical 

beliefs or cosmologies" that are indeed operative in a 

cultural domain and not to pass over them too lightly, 

leaving them unexamined. 

In order to understand the significance of the use of 

'the building game' to identify a cultural domain it is 

necessary to examine its currency among subbies, builders 
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and others who speak as insiders. To do this requires that 

the social uses of the representation of building as a game 

be located within the discourse of those who represent their 

understandings of building in this way. In doing this I 

identify 'the building game' as a metonym for the 

construction industry, rather than a metaphor, and indicate 

why this formulation is apposite. 

Everyone Has His Own Interests 

Working on a job one day I listened to a builder 

discuss with a subbie whether or not the subbie would work 

on site. The builder ended his discussion with the subbie by 

noting: 

Well listen mate, you've got your interests to look 
after and I've got mine. I respect that. I know that 
you've got to do what's best for you, but I've got to 
look after this job, you know. Now I'm not telling you 
what to do, but I hope you can see your way clear to 
doing this for me next week. 

The atomistic organisation of the building industry is here 

made explicit. It is recognised and accepted that each 

individual who finds himself working in the game, from 

labourer through to builder, is looking after his own 

interests. It follows that an individual's interpretations 

of what is happening is always from a positioned 

perspective. The particular forms that such interests may 

take is not an issue for those involved. They may define 

their personal interests in various ways, such as 

satisfaction through craftsman-like work or the blatant 

pursuit of profit. To understand the building game from the 

inside necessitates starting with the "sectional" or 

"specialist" view. In this way my analysis is radically 
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different from Hutton's account in Building and construction 

in Australia (1970). Hutton uses these terms to identify the 

analytical opposite of what he has done (1970: Preface). In 

his analysis Hutton focuses on "the system" in order to 

avoid the biases inherent in a "sectional" or "specialist" 

view. In doing so Hutton does not, of course, concern 

himself with how those actually working in "the system" act 

to produce and reproduce the form the system takes. 

While it is true that each individual is said to have 

his own interests to look after, it is also recognised that 

subbies from different trades in 'the building game' have 

different sorts of shared concerns. The building knowledge 

of brickies is indeed different than that of carpenters. 

Subbies from different trades have different technical 

problems to be overcome in the course of building and 

members of the same trade share what can be identified as 

different "trade-specific talk" in which such technical 

problems are given cultural form. By "trade -specific talk" 

I mean the particular words or linguistic forms which 

identify and make the technical concerns of particular 

trades different from other trades. By using trade-specific 

talk when dealing with other trades, individuals can convey 

something of their own expertise while those they talk to do 

not necessarily share mastery of the particular talk. As 

well as establishing the possibility that one has expertise, 

these trade talks can be used to bluff other tradesmen, 

confusing them about how much an individual may actually 

know. Trade talk allows subbies from different trades, who 

meet on the job, to talk past one another, to discuss 'the 
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building game' without the other understanding the technical 

details each can call upon. 

For each subbie, having such a trade talk at one's 

command is, in effect, a licence for being on a job. 

Labourers are excluded from serious conversation about 'the 

building game,' as they have less of a demonstrated 

commitment to work and certainly less knowledge of the 

intricacies of working as a subbie. Subbies constantly make 

decisions about jobs and prices while labourers need only 

labour. To be taken seriously on a job, then, requires that 

one be recognised as having some skill. The appearance of 

control of a trade talk is one aspect of this. It is such 

trade talk which turns individual interests into "sectional 

or specialist" interests in that it is always the interests 

of an individual as. a particular sort of tradesman that is 

at issue. 

When explanations are offered as to the reasons why 

things have happened, after events have been completed or 

relationships ended, the explanations are commonly tagged 

and marked in 'the building game' as being those of a single 

individual. On offering an interpretation or explanation a 

subbie will commonly add a statement such as 'Well, that's 

just me speaking, you know' or 'Well, at least that's how I 

figure It.1 When pronouncements are made about the meaning 

of events or the "true" character of someone with whom there 

has been some sort of association is assessed, these acts 

are always marked by some form of recognition that the 

judgement is only that of the individual making it. The 

judgements are made, but the individual making the judgement 

does not presume to speak for everyone in 'the building 
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game;' a subbie speaks only for himself. 

It is fully accepted in 'the building game' that no two 

individuals need to come to the same interpretation of any 

set of events. A builder, for example, may be perceived as 

being a 'real dick-head' to one subbie and an 'okay bloke' 

to another. There is no contradiction here, no need to get 

to the bottom of the discrepancy and find out what the 

builder is really like. Given that each relationship entered 

into by any subbie or builder is separate and a matter for 

only the pair involved, a single individual can be many 

different things to many different people. Consistency of 

evaluation among subbies is simply not called for in 'the 

building game*. Each individual is responsible for his own 

moral judgements about people and jobs and has to make these 

judgements on his own. There is no central authority which 

even pretends to adjudicate on matters of reputation and 

interpretation in 'the building game'. 

This is not to say that individuals do not sometimes 

acquire reputations among small number of others in the 

industry for being either 'a good bloke' or 'a dick-head'. 

Absolute judgement about any event or individual in 'the 

building game' is often left open for as long as possible. 

By deferring any attribution of meaning to events and 

judgements about others until it is absolutely necessary to 

make some evaluation, subbies and builders adopt a "wait and 

see" approach to their social relations. If an interaction 

has been successful, and neither subbie nor builder believe 

they have been 'stuffed around' by the other, there is cause 

for renewing the relationship, If possible. If you have been 
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•stuffed around1 a final decision can be made; such as 'he's 

a dlck-head mate' or 'he's a real shifty bastard.' If the 

relationship on a particular job has been satisfactory for 

both subbie and builder there is reason to consider more 

work together, but certainly no absolute judgement about the 

character of the other individual can be made. The most that 

comes from such situations is to agree that 'so far he's 

been alright'. At one point during my fieLdwork I worked for 

over fourteen weeks for the same builder. Every Friday after 

being paid, and cashing our cheques, all the brickie I was 

working for would say about the builder was, 'Well, he's 

been good so far.' 

One night long after I had finished fieldwork, and was 

busy turning my fieldnotes into a thesis, I met a bloke I 

had worked with; we shared a few beers in a local pub. As he 

always did when we met, he asked me how the thesis was 

going. I was having a hard time, struggling because I found 

myself formulating some of my analysis in a way that I 

thought he might not approve, dealing with the necessity of 

reporting contradictory evidence and experiences and not 

merely accepting what he had taught me. Instead of passing 

his question off easily, as I normally would, I decided to 

tell him of my difficulties. He listened with considerable 

concern as I explained to him how I thought things worked 

without stressing that I was unsure of his approval of my 

efforts. He ordered us another couple of beers and told me 

quite simply: 'You were there mate. All you've got to do is 

to write what you saw. You were there.' Every subbie or 

individual who finds himself working in 'the building game' 

has to do the same thing dally. Each individual not only has 
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his own interests, but must be the one to look out for them. 

This means that he must make decisions for himself and act 

on them. While those involved may share interests in 'the 

building game', theirs is a commitment not to the 'game' for 

its own sake but to their individual lives within it. 

The Building Game as a Boundary 

In his brief and exploratory account of "the symbolic 

construction of community," Anthony Cohen gives considerable 

emphasis to the production of cultural boundaries in the 

process of identifying and understanding distinctiveness 

(Cohen 1984). Following Barth (1969), such boundaries are 

most obvious when cultures (or ethnic groups) come in 

contact; awareness of distinctiveness is essentially 

oppositional. It is not just communities or ethnic groups 

that have need of such boundaries. Any aggregate or category 

of people who recognise some shared interest must have 

recourse to the production of some conceptual boundary to 

identify themselves with that interest. 

It is common to hear those working in 'the building 

game' make reference to times they have spent 'in' or "out' 

of the game. Being in or out of the game is not merely a 

matter of working or not. One carpenter I knew had been 

working regularly on what he identified as his 'own work'. 

These were jobs he had been hired to do directly by the 

owner of a property rather than by a builder. He still 

identified himself as a subcontractor, a 'subbie', even 

though he was not technically subcontracting. When an offer 

came from a builder to do some finishing work on a 
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renovation, the carpenter was interested in doing the work 

but did not know what the current rate of pay was for the 

required tasks. He told me how he had to phone around to a 

couple of his mates to try and get some idea of 'the going 

rate' because, in his words, he had been 'Out of the game 

for that long, you know. You just lose touch with it, that's 

all.' Here he identified 'the building game' as entailing 

only the work that is done for a builder. Work done directly 

for an owner, when negotiations are not simply between two 

individuals each dickering for the best price within an 

industry for which they both have knowledge, involves the 

possibility that the owner will hire you for some other 

reason than merely the cheapest quote. When this happens, 

the amount of money earned need not tell the tradesman 

anything about what others 'in the game' are making. A 

builder is more in touch with the game when he is dealing 

with a number of trades and subbies. For subbies too, it is 

contact with other subbies and builders that helps them 

gauge what is happening 'in the building game.' On other 

occasions I have heard this same formulation, of being 'in' 

or 'out' of 'the building game,' used to indicate whether or 

not an individual has been working at all. The same cultural 

form can thus bound and identify the activity of building in 

different ways at different times, for different purposes. 

Bevond a Boundary 

When there are subbies from different trades working 

together on a single building site it is common for them to 

stop work and have morning smoko, lunch and afternoon smoko 

(If it Is taken) together. On such sociable occasions, 
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subbies talk mostly of building but certainly include talk 

of sports, women and drink. My concern here is with the way 

some subjects may be represented as being out of order. In 

particular, I examine how one unseemly subbie insisted on 

talking about his personal life. 

John was a carpenter who was employed as a working 

foreman on a large renovation job undertaken by a small 

builder. I first met John one morning when Arthur and myself 

were hired to help with some demolition work on this job and 

then to begin the brickwork. We worked hard all morning this 

first day and when we broke for smoko all three of us sat 

together, sipped our tea and talked. Arthur and I had been 

working together for several months and were good mates at 

the time; we two knew nothing of John and he knew nothing of 

us. The three of us found ourselves working together only 

because a builder had hired us to work on the same job. John 

began going into considerable detail about his private life 

— who he was living with and how he had met her. Every time 

John offered some bit of information about his personal 

life, Arthur would respond with some pointed question about 

the job we were sharing. Arthur and I had no intention of 

reciprocating by supplying similar sorts of information 

about our own private lives. As we sat back and sipped our 

tea Arthur commented on the job we were working on, the 

building game in general and made no remarks about anything 

John said. It was only later, after we were back at work and 

John was out of earshot that Arthur looked at me, made a 

funny face, and announced: 

I don't want to know the bloke's life story. He's the 
bloody foreman here and I just want to get on with the 
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job. It makes you sort of wonder when you just meet a 
bloke and he's telling you shit like that. What do I 
need that for? I'll tell you, it's just not done in the 
building game. We want to keep an eye on him, mate. 

It was not just that John's talk was of things outside the 

frame of the building game that upset Arthur. It was John's 

refusal to talk about the one thing that we did well and 

truly share: the job in hand. Arthur never trusted John, in 

terms of accepting his understanding of building, while he 

would not pass judgement on John's ability as a carpenter, 

Arthur did doubt how much John knew about building. Arthur 

regularly and ostentatiously consulted the plans for the 

renovation himself. In the end Arthur's scepticism 

concerning John's ability found its justification. John was 

fired from the job for incompetence. 

The important point here is that in his attempts to 

understand John, Arthur invokes what things are not done in 

'the building game.' Indeed, it is most uncommon in 'the 

building game' to hear talk about private lives unless the 

individuals are very close. To meet subbies or builders and 

begin telling them private details of one's life is 

uncomfortable for many who find themselves listening. It is 

to speak of things outside 'the building game' which are not 

subject to observation and well beyond the scope of the job. 

In a manner typical for 'the building game,' Arthur did not 

say anything directly to John. Instead he stored the 

information away to be evaluated in light of future 

disclosures. It was only to me, a mate, that Arthur 

expressed his concern. For Arthur, John had presumed a 

closeness in his relationship to Arthur and myself that 

simply did not exist. John Is not publicly rebuked by 
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Arthur. Open confrontation is commonly avoided in 'the 

building game' because it is easier for a subbie to absent 

himself from a relationship, to leave the job or the 

particular gathering, than it is to go through the 

potentially disruptive action of open dispute. Subbies will 

commonly sit, as Arthur did here, and listen to others make 

what are considered outrageous remarks without contradicting 

or questioning the other person. Subbies pass over in 

silence many statements that they do not agree with; not to 

openly dispute a statement should not be taken as an 

indication of agreement with the statement. 

The Morality of the Building Gamt 

In establishing a conceptual boundary around the 

industry in general, 'the building game' can also be charged 

as a domain of moral action. On a large renovation job on 

which I worked, there were regularly a number of different 

subcontracting trades on site. On some days there was need 

to have brickies, carpenters, plasterers, electricians and 

plumbers all on this job at the same time. Although it was a 

big job, and took several months to complete, there was 

little conflict among the subbies, as each team worked in a 

different area of the site. One subbie, however, did cause 

problems. 

Rob was a ceiling fixer who, aged about twenty-two, had 

just started out on his own. After learning his trade by 

working first as a labourer and then as a tradesman for 

someone else, he had recently bought a van and begun quoting 

on work. This was not the first job he had done on his own, 

but one of the first few. Anxious to earn money, in part to 
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pay off his capital Investment for equipment -- particularly 

a van — he worked very hard. While many of the subbies on 

site were employed 'on wages', regular money no matter how 

much they accomplished in a day, Rob was 'on a price' so 

that the faster he finished the job the more he would earn. 

Rob's 'price' was for 'supply and fix'; the capital outlay 

for materials on this job was his to bear. Being a new 

subbie, Rob found himself in a position where he had to 

absorb some of the operating costs of the builder, in the 

form of booking up materials, if he wanted to work. By doing 

this, Rob got the job and the builder did not further strain 

his already tight credit with local suppliers. 

While we all broke for smoko together in the morning, 

Rob and his labourer were always the last ones down. We only 

took about fifteen minutes in all but Rob always came down 

from the upstairs where he was working about five minutes 

after we had started. He willingly took part in our 

discussions, talking about the amount of work available and 

such things, and always returned to work when we did. After 

several days of his delayed participation, the other subbies 

began commenting on his behaviour during the five minutes 

between when we started our break together and when Rob 

would arrive. The point of this discussion was that Rob 

should come down and be sociable with us and that he was 

appearing to be too eager about money. As one subbie put it, 

'We all know he's new, but that's no excuse. When you're all 

working together somewhere you always sit down and have a 

cuppa together. That's just the way the building game 

works.' In these breaks, before Rob's arrival every morning, 
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the shared meaning of his actions were being worked out for 

this job. 

One morning at smoko, before Rob's arrival, a carpenter 

named David, who was working upstairs near Rob, began to try 

out some complaints on us. Rob was becoming too demanding, 

wanting David to do too many things for him. According to 

David, Rob was always at him to move supports and finish 

work so that the plaster-Zboard could be fixed. Often these 

requests did not take into account the work David was doing 

himself. As David summed up: 'I'm there doing my own bloody 

work. What does he think — I'm working for him?' Over the 

next few days the discussion at morning smoko turned more 

and more to Rob's requests of David. 'He's a greedy 

bastard', noted one subbie, 'and he better learn to get 

along better than that.' 

One afternoon the ill will that had been developing 

between David and Rob became public as David "did his block' 

and exploded in anger. David's early responses had been 

simply to accede to Rob's requests for action or else to 

ignore them or otherwise to tell him that things just 

couldn't be done when he wanted them. As Rob's requests 

became more and more strident, David threatened him with a 

hammer and told him, among other things, to 'Piss off if you 

don't know how to do your job.' Rob immediately became 

apologetic, backing away from David's threatened violence. 

He finished the day working in another section of the house, 

far from David and all the other subbies on site. The next 

day Rob was much more polite to David, making his requests 

for things to be done 'When you've got a moment mate.' He 

came down for smoko at the same time as everyone else. Rob 
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never apologised publicly to David or mentioned the 

incident again; he simply got on with the job. 

One morning when Rob was away looking at and pricing 

another job, the talk at morning smoko turned again to his 

behaviour. A plasterer, who had witnessed the entire series 

of events summed up: 

You just can't do that in the building game, you know. 
We've all got our jobs to do and have to work together 
In this. He'll either bloody learn or get out. No one 
will put up with that sort of behaviour in this game. 

This conclusion is important for two reasons. Firstly, it 

demonstrates a shared understanding of the meaning of a 

series of events being generated and, secondly, it shows 

that 'the building game' can be used and represented as 

constituting a moral system. It is important to recognise 

that the shared understanding and the resulting judgement 

does not extend beyond those immediately present. Further, 

it allows for a different definition to be constructed in 

the future insofar as it does not allocate an immutable 

character to Rob. 

Moral understandings of what is right and wrong in the 

building game are more evoked than demonstrated or spelled 

out. David worked to produce a shared understanding of Rob's 

behaviour on this site, and only once we had collectively 

agreed, or at least failed to collectively disagree, did he 

explode at Rob. Rob's behaviour was ultimately represented 

and accepted by others as being unsatisfactory in terms of 

'the building game' in general. However, those involved 

recognise that such evaluations can only be made 

sltuationally, on a job, by those directly involved. To 

suggest that others on other building sites would find Rob's 
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behaviour wanting is to recognise that such an 

Interpretation of Rob's behaviour would have to be fought 

out anew on each new building site. As Rob begins to gather 

his own experience of how 'the game' works, subbies assumed 

that Rob's behaviour would either change, as he learns how 

to get on with those he finds himself working with, or he 

would get out of 'the game.' 

Subbies' use of 'the building game' here establishes a 

cultural domain but does not provide a definitive 

understanding of what is bounded and contained within the 

domain. Use of 'the building game' is descriptive and 

situational rather than abstract or generalised. It is not 

simply that either Arthur or John is right and the other is 

wrong. To assert this would give my account an unintended 

normative twist and make it appear overly concerned with 

matters of law and order in 'the building game.' When David 

and Rob have their falling out, the blokes on the job do 

arrive at a collective judgement about the situation; but 

this does not simply happen. David has worked to produce 

such a shared understanding, making his case against Rob at 

every smoko. The shared understanding about Rob only exists 

while we share this one job. By recognising and emphasising 

the disagreements inherent in any industry in which workers 

stress the existence and necessity of various perspectives, 

and by focusing on the way 'the building game' encompasses 

alternative interpretations, it is possible to identify that 

which subbies and builders share: 'the building game' is a 

cultural form which identifies and bounds work in the 

industry, without requiring that those who share 'the 
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building game' necessarily share any particular 

understandings represented by the phrase. Cohen, in his 

study of the symbolism of community, phrases this 

relationship of a cultural form having numerous meanings by 

stating of symbolism in general that it "does not so much 

carry meaning as allow people to impute meaning to it" 

(Cohen 1984:71). 

When, during my fieldwork, I explicitly asked 

individuals who identified themselves as working In the 

building game to offer glosses of 'the building game' I 

received numerous different answers detailing particular 

events or trades that were part of it. No one I questioned 

attempted to offer a general understanding of the building 

game. When, in frustration, I pointed this apparent lack of 

clarity out to a subbie over a beer one night I was told not 

to worry and that it is 'just a general sort of word' and 

that 'it really isn't anything definite at all. You know, 

you just sort of use it to talk about business in general.' 

'The building game' is sltuationally deployed to make sense 

of events within the industry accordingly. 

Two. Sides pj. 'the Building Ga«e • 

'The building game' can be used to draw a conceptual 

boundary around the shared cultural domain of building. It 

is also important to recognise that this domain is not 

understood to be homogeneous in such representations. There 

are internal divisions within 'the building game' that are 

also recognised. Such internal divisions indicate the 

recognition of the existence of types of jobs in 'the 

building game,' even if each such job ultimately is judged 
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to be unique. 

As we drank several cups of hot tea one cold, wet 

afternoon, waiting for the winter rain to stop, I was told 

by a subbie I was working with that the building game had 

significant internal divisions within it. He put it this 

way: 

You see mate, it's like this: the building game has two 
sides to it. It's not just all the same, you know. On 
one side is general contracting, you know, all the big 
jobs up in town and work like that — union work. On 
the other side is housing, what we call cottage work. 
You know, project homes, renovations and jobs like 
that. When you work in the building game it's really 
like two different industries. Everyone'll tell you 
that, mate. Just listen to them. 

In recognising subbies' identification of the existence of 
two sides to the industry, indeed a common understanding in 

'the building game,' it is important to note that work in 

the two sides is said to be significantly different for 

those involved. 

It is interesting that tradesmen tend to identify 

themselves as subbies no matter which side of the industry 

they are at the time working in. Movement between these two 

sides of the industry is recognised by both industry 

analysts and those involved in the actual work. Virtually 

all the subbies I met on housing sites had been employed on 

union jobs in the past and many expected to work on them 

again in the future. Union work is but one sort of work in 

which a subbie can be involved. These two sorts of work are 

significantly different. 

Work on the 'big jobs up in town' is controlled by 

unions. One must have a union ticket to start on these jobs 

and once started a tradesman Is guaranteed a fairly long run 
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of work at a steady and predictable wage in conditions 

determined by the industrial award for the trade. There are 

usually large numbers of union members on site on such jobs 

and given this high concentration of labour, coupled with 

major investment of capital by the owners or builders of the 

project, there is considerable power in the hands of the 

union leaders. Job action can be taken if working conditions 

are unacceptable and such action can be quite successful. 

On the other hand, work carried out in the 'housing 

side' of 'the building game' is characterised by a lack of 

concentration of labour, lack of union membership by the 

subbies on site, relatively small capital investment in any 

one job for builder and subbie, short-term employment for 

subbies on site, and an unpredictable income for subbies due 

to the vagaries of pricing and timing of production on site. 

There is no "panopticon" of the factory (Foucault 1977:195-

228) on housing sites, with far less control exerted by 

builder or regulatory body, such as the Builders 

Registration Board, over what any subbie can or should do on 

site. Among subbies working in the housing side of the 

industry this lack of overt control is often represented as 

a good thing. As Hutton has noted, "The most important 

element of all sub-contracting is the willingness of 

operatives to work long hours for high rates of production 

and reward" (1970:82). It is only in 'cottage work' that 

such a possibility exists, to be exploited by builders and 

subcontractors alike. 

Late one afternoon, while Arthur and I were cleaning up 

at the end of a long day's work on a small renovation job, a 

discussion between several subbies took place. The 
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discussion concerned the different types of work available. 

A team of ceiling fixers had been working on site all day 

and as work slowed down to a halt near the end of the 

afternoon one of the ceiling fixers engaged a brickie about 

other work the builder we were all working for might be 

involved in. On hearing that the builder was engaged in the 

renovation of a West Perth office building, the eldest of 

the ceiling fixers became visible upset and, in local terms, 

'did his block' and asserted: 

There's no bloody way I'm having anything to do with 
work like that. I reckon you're better off leaving all 
that high-rise work alone. There's just too much bloody 
hassle with people telling you how and when to work. I 
want nothing to do with it. Bloody unions! 

The ceiling fixer continued with his remarks, detailing 

specific jobs he had worked on and the effects of union 

involvement. We eventually cooled him down and assured him 

that it was not a high-rise job and that there was in fact 

to be no union involvement in the future job. Note the way 

in which the division of the game into 'two sides' informs 

the ceiling fixer's anger. He does not spell out the 

relevant features of the division; he simply assumes such a 

division and gives vent to his anger in appropriate terms. 

It is clear that the division of 'the building game' 

into two sides informs the ways in which Individuals frame 

their understandings of events. It is also clear that this 

division Is not generated from an elaboration of 'the 

building game' as a metaphor: there Is nothing inherent In 

'the building game' which could be said to require or 

determine that the industry should have two sides. This 

conceptual division is based upon experience and the 
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different organisational forms that the two sorts of work 

take. To recognise this is to see again that 'the game' here 

is not a generative phrase; it does not produce the terms 

for representing knowledge and experience in this industry 

from the phrase 'the building game.' The cultural 

formulation of building as a game remains at the level of 

image or form and, as such, may summarise understandings or 

experiences within 'the building game' even though it does 

not provide the conceptual vocabulary for such understanding 

from the elaboration or extension of the notion itself. For 

those who work in 'the building game,' the cultural 

formulation of 'the building game' does not extend 

experience or knowledge but rather summarises and constrains 

the range of possible attitudes, responses or meanings that 

can be elicited by it. 'The building game' is a metonymical 

expression, rather than a metaphorical construct, because it 

is the knowledge and experiences of subbies that are being 

located within, and represented as comprising a part of, 

'the game' rather than the notion of 'the game' being used 

to bring sense and order to the experiences and knowledge of 

subbies. 

'Yoo Just Can't Generalise About the. Building Game' 

For subbies engaged in the everyday praxis of building, 

'every job is different.1 Subbies and others who work in 

•the building game' are loathe to generalise about the way 

their industry works. When asked questions concerning 

general patterns or processes in the business, speakers 

invariably respond with a particularistic answer based on 

their respective experiences and fields of knowledge. It is 
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not just that men claim that even after long association 

with 'the game* that they 'don't know how It works'; they go 

beyond this explicitly to deny that it is possible to 

generalise about the game in its entirety. 

One day during an interview with a small builder, after 

I had pushed him quite hard to produce general statements 

about 'the building game,' he stopped and said: 

I'll tell you something really important Phil. You just 
can't generalise in the building game. You can try and 
build the same house on two blocks of land, you know, 
with the same drawings and materials and all that, but 
those jobs will be totally different. You need to 
understand this. Different problems will appear on 
those two jobs no matter how similar they are; and 
different problems require different solutions. Jesus, 
no two subbies are exactly alike for one thing. You 
have to be there and deal with them individually, 
separately, and not like they were all the same. Every 
job is different in this game. 

In asserting that 'You just can't generalise in the building 
game' he does, of course, frame a generalisation. This is 
not a contradiction of the point he makes. In this statement 

the builder offers a metacommentary on the industry and in 

so doing changes the nature of his discourse. He is not 

engaged in the business of building here but talking and 

making statements about what can be said about building. His 

statements here are of a different logical type than the 

unreflexive, everyday discourse of building. Generalisations 

can be made in metacommentary and their possibility 

effectively denied in ordinary discourse without producing a 

logical contradiction. 

With this said, the small builder and I moved on to 

discuss the particulars of several jobs on which he had been 

involved. It is both the technicalities, or practicalities, 

of physical work and the associated social relationships 
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that are spoken of in the above quotation. The things that 

make each job different, and hence particular, are the 

specific technical tasks which need to be done, not in the 

abstract but in the concrete, and which are therefore 

dependent upon the particular styles and performances of 

other workers. The activities of building are not merely 

mechanical; building is carried out by individuals who 

perform with varying degrees of skill and mastery. Building 

may Indeed be full of practical and pragmatic concerns but 

these concerns must be given cultural form if they are to be 

understood. As Sahlins has so persuasively argued in another 

context, practical reason is not beyond the cultural pale; 

practical reason is culturally constituted (1976). 

Talk of work in 'the building game' is not just talk of 

'laying bricks' or 'pouring concrete pads,' but of doing so 

on particular building sites, on particular jobs. Great 

similarities exist among many jobs in 'the building game,' 

but such similarities are backgrounded in order that the 

differences can be foregrounded. In doing this, it is the 

knowledge of particular trades and particular tradesmen on 

particular jobs that is given emphasis. The time at which 

the work was carried out, last week or four years ago, is of 

less Importance than the technical aspects of the jobs; how 

many bricks?, how many 'extras'?, how many yards of 

concrete? In this way 'the building game" is divided Into 

discrete jobs. Knowledge is dependent upon experience 

attained on specific jobs and not given about 'the game' in 

general. Any individual's knowledge Is necessarily limited 

by his experience on particular building sites. This is to 
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give pride of place to the importance of building as an 

experiential activity rather than to abstract knowledge 

about the industry as a whole. 

Understanding Building 

In refusing to generalise from experience and knowledge 

gleaned on particular jobs to 'the building game' in its 

entirety, subbies establish the basis for a biographical 

determination of culturally relevant understandings. Each 

subbie working in 'the building game' has his own 

experiences, and his own particular biography in the game. 

These are the valued grounds for his knowledge. As no one 

could possibly work on every job In the game, every 

individual's knowledge is necessarily less than complete. 

In 'the building game,' it is knowledge gained through 

experience which is particularly valued. It is this type of 

knowledge that an individual can be said to control because 

he has first-hand biographical experience of it. This is 

knowledge attained through an individual's experiences of 

having worked on particular jobs. While subbies increase 

their store of knowledge through their experiences in 'the 

building game' they also share a great deal of information 

about 'the game' in their conversations. Information about 

'the building game' gleaned from conversations is less 

valued than first-hand, practical experience of working on 

building sites because mere listeners have no control over 

accuracy or validity. In valuing knowledge attained 

experientially through work, those who work in 'the building 

game' also devalue information attained only through words. 

American pragmatist philosopher, William James, in his 
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Principles of Psychology (1890), drew a similar distinction 

between two types of "knowledge." These he identified as 

"knowledge about" and "knowledge of acquaintance" 

(1890:221). The central criterion for distinguishing between 

these two types of knowledge is the knower's experience. By 

"knowledge about" James indicates the range of relatively 

clear and consistent understandings each of us has and that 

is dependent upon our own biographical experiences and 

expertise. This form of knowledge James opposes to 

"knowledge of acquaintance" which constitutes that knowledge 

which is unquestioned and taken for granted, and for which 

we cannot vouch for accuracy or acceptability. We are 

subject to it rather than it subject to our scrutiny and 

evaluation. As such, this type of knowledge may be widely 

shared because it is not necessarily based on first-hand 

experience. 

In the narratives of personal experience that subbies 

tell each other, they share information but not the 

experiences of the events they relate. Personal experience 

shared becomes mere information to those it is shared with. 

It is not always possible for a subbie to assess the 

accuracy and authority of a story told by another subbie. 

Rather than a sharing of knowledge, such conversations 

emphasise differences In particular work experiences. 

Stories told by one subbie to another may be used to 

anticipate possible outcomes for events in the future, but 

these stories are not seen by subbies as being reliable. As 

one subbie put it after an afternoon of socialising with 

another team of subbies: 'Bloody lies, mate; all of it.' 

110 



While actions are important for subbies, words are not 

considered entirely unimportant in 'the building game.' 

Subbies talk extensively about the industry; but 

individually they bracket any judgement concerning the 

accuracy of what they are told. Information picked up 

through conversations with other subbies and builders may 

provide a useful guide for what is happening in the building 

industry; but the information must be interpreted in 

relation to an individual's biographical experience if the 

information is to prove useful. Thus, the more experience a 

subbie has, the more likely it is that he will be able to 

understand what happens around him. Information collected 

through conversations provides only a guide for subbies and 

the information is not accepted by them as being 

authoritative. 

When subbies and builders deal with others in 'the 

building game,' they do not speculate about the other's 

motivations for actions. For subbies, others act and it is 

these acts, or the results of these acts, that can be 

experienced, known and deemed to be relevant for 'the 

building game.' For subbies, to talk about the motivations 

of another subbie or builder is to speculate about matters 

which cannot be known. Speculation about possible 

motivations of others may even hinder or prevent a subbie 

from carrying out his work. When subbies are engaged in 

work, it is the actions of others that must be dealt with, 

not the reasons or motivations for the actions. When things 

go wrong on a building site, the interpretations offered by 

subbies about what is happening involve statements about 

the actions of the person causing the difficulty. It is 
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actions which subbies must respond to, not motivations. On 

several occasions I pushed subbies I was working with to 

speculate about the motivations of others. Repeatedly asking 

subbies and builders 'why did he do that?', I was told that 

they didn't know and, furthermore, that it didn't matter; 

what mattered was what others did, the actions that affected 

work on the job, and not the reasons behind the actions. A 

pragmatic and practical behaviourallsm permeates all that is 

said and done in 'the building game.' 

For subbies, 'the building game' has a pronounced 

participatory and observational bias in the way that it is 

represented as being knowable. Subbies well recognise that 

others can say one thing and do another. However, in the end 

what everyone involved in the industry has to deal with is 

what Is done, the observable actions, or the results, of 

others' actions. It is only in the case of one's self that 

motivations can be known; for everyone else, such pretence 

is mere speculation or dependence upon the unreliable words 

of others. Subbies and builders in 'the building game' place 

emphasis on actions, or the results of such actions, over 

words in producing their understandings of what takes place 

around them in 'the building game.' 

The most notable exception to this emphasis on actions 

over words is when an agreement is struck between two 

people, usually a builder and a subbie. Then, on the 

strength of an individual's word, subbies and builders alike 

will begin work on a job. It is in this sense that I heard a 

subbie announce that 'My word is the most important thing 

I've got In this industry. If people don't believe my word 
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I'm stuffed; I might as well pack up and get out.' It is 

only the large project home builders who actually use 

written contracts when dealing with subbies in the 'cottage 

industry.' Most work is started and carried out solely on 

the basis of verbal agreements. 

In giving emphasis to actions over words, subbies put 

themselves in position only to react to events that affect 

and shape their working lives. As one subbie once put it to 

me: 

When times are good, we hit the builders; when times 
are bad, the builders hit us. And when you're a bloody 
subbie, mate, there always seems to be more bad times 
than good times. 

What is at issue here is not controlling the various 'times' 

but the responses to them. With this movement between 'good 

times' and 'bad times' is a shifting of power within the 

mobile relations of 'the building game.' 

Subbies and builders do not attempt to control the 

actions of others in 'the building game' nor do they try to 

control the fluctuations in the volatile "building and 

construction sector" of the Australian economy. Rather, 

subbies and builders respond to such events as best they 

can. Subbies do not try to change the course of the 

Australian economy but seek new ways of organising work 

within current conditions that allow them to continue 

working and making a living. The social organisation and 

culture of 'the building game' is emergent. For subbies and 

builders, theirs are decisions and strategies always in the 

process of being worked out or created to deal with 

conditions In which anything approaching complete knowledge 

is impossible. As the conditions In the building game are 
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always recognised to be changing, both in terms of economic 

fluctuations and the strategies of others, what worked in 

the past will not necessarily work in the present, much less 

the future. 

In their responses to events in the building game both 

subbies and builders appear stoic. The most common phrase I 

heard used to sum up their inability to control the 

conditions of their work was simply: 'Well, that's the 

building game mate. Always has been; always will be.' The 

particulars of building change every day and on every job; 

the general organisational features of 'the building game' 

have not changed nearly so quickly. The lack of control over 

their own working lives that subbies experience is 

recurrent. 

Metapfrpr and. Metonvm 

When I began my examination of 'the building game' as a 

cultural form, I treated it as though it were a metaphor. In 

'the building game' there is one category of activity and 

knowledge which is creatively combined, or crossed, with 

another category producing a new sort of understanding: 

building as a game. I rejected this interpretation on the 

grounds that subbies and builders did not treat this 

formulation as a metaphor either to extend or elaborate on 

it. Following the above account of how 'the building game' 

is used, and how knowledge of it is socially constructed, I 

now want to look more closely at this cultural form. 

In The Myth of Metaphor, his account of the place of 

metaphor In scientific thinking, Turbayne notes that the 

mere existence or appearance of "sort-crossing" — such as 
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seeing building as a game — commonly associated with 

metaphor, does not of itself lead to a satisfactory 

identification of this trope. In his search for an adequate 

definition of metaphor, Turbayne adopts Ryle's definition of 

a "category-mistake" or "categorical confusion" as 

analytically more productive. Quoting from Ryle's The 

Concept of. Mind (1949:16), Turbayne accepts the following 

definition of metaphor: 

It represents the facts as if they belonged to 
one logical type or category (or range of types of 
categories), when they actually belong to another 
(1970:17). 

What is crucial to this definition, and what makes it so 

useful, is that metaphor is not simply seen as the formal 

combination or fusion of two different categories — so that 

building becomes a game — but that the pretense of this 

fusion, the as if., is explicit, so that building must be 

treated as. ij. it were a game. In adopting this as. if. clause 

building can then be interpreted through the terminology of 

games. In anthropology, Edmund Leach made much the same 

point concerning the "as if" status of our analytical models 

of social structure (1954). 

Turbayne's substantive focus in The Myth of Metaphor is 

on the creation and elaboration of metaphors in the history 

of philosophy and science, and the way such metaphors shape 

our understandings. In pursuing his analysis he draws a 

distinction between "using" and "being used by" metaphor. In 

using a metaphor the user recognises its "as if" status. 

When one is "being used by" metaphor there is a loss of such 

recognition, to the extent that what may have begun as a 

conceptual ruse is lost when the metaphor becomes routinised 
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and itself accepted as reality. In both "using" and being 

"used by" metaphor, as Turbayne develops them, there is an 

emphasis on the creative elaboration and extension of 

metaphor. Metaphor is identified with ways of expanding 

analytical insights and producing new knowledge. 

•The building game' is not naturally elaborated on or 

used to expand knowledge of the 'cottage industry.' As noted 

earlier, no one stopped me when I chose to elaborate my 

understandings of 'the building game' by developing the 

generative potential in this phrase; but subbies and 

builders did not undertake such language games themselves. 

When formulated and used by subbies and builders, 'the 

building game' does not contain an "as if;" it is 

unsatisfactory to identify 'the building game' as a 

metaphor. For subbies and builders, building simply is. a 

game. This is neither a metaphor which "uses them" or is 

"used by them;" there is no "sort crossing," no creative 

understandings of one category in terms of another. 

In The Raw and the Cooked, Levi-Strauss (1971), has 

written that "Metonym celebrates the parts of experience 

while the more eloquent metaphors refer back to the whole 

for significance" (quoted in Fernandez 1986:159). Levi-

Strauss draws heavily on the work of Jakobson in this, 

particularly Jakobson's analysis of aphasia in which he 

identified the relationship between the "two poles" of 

metaphor and metonymy (Jakobson 1956). Metaphor, for 

Jakobson, is associated with the combination of domains of 

knowledge (categories) in a manner in which new insights are 

generated based on their proposed similarity — essentially 
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the position of Ryle; metonym Is associated with the 

selection of items (facts) from within a single domain of 

knowledge and the use of these items to represent the entire 

domain. Metonym is, therefore, based on contiguity. 

Metaphor, for Jakobson, is indeed based on the "sort 

crossing" identified by Turbayne and Ryle, while metonym 

identifies the understandings to come from a single domain 

in a manner that allows one element of the domain to stand 

for the entire domain. In "standing for" the domain, any one 

metonymic element does not provide the basis for 

understanding the entire domain. 

In extending the bounds, and significance, of his study 

beyond the linguistic disorder of aphasia, Jakobson makes 

the observation that metaphor and metonym exist not just in 

the linguistic affliction known generally as aphasia but, 

perhaps more importantly, can be identified in all 

linguistic communication. In Jakobson's account, metaphor 

and metonymy are found to be associated respectively with 

symbolist and realist literatures. This association is said 

to be one of emphasis rather than absolute presence or 

absence. A symbolist literature must necessarily have 

recourse to metonymy, just as a realist literature must also 

employ metaphor. 

In Levi-Strauss' formulation, noted above, metonym is 

said to "celebrate" the "parts of experience" rather than 

constituting experience as a whole, as metaphor is said to 

do. In 'the building game,' knowledge is organised 

metonymically rather than metaphorically. By this I mean 

that it is the parts of experience, knowledge which is 

attained while actually working on the job and which is 
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biographically the property of an individual, which is 

culturally valued. It is accepted by subbies and builders 

alike that complete knowledge of 'the building game' is 

Impossible because of the complexity of the social 

distribution of individuals within the game and because the 

content of 'the building game' is personalised and always 

changing. The only things that individuals can speak of with 

authority is their respective experiences. Such experiences, 

and knowledge, necessarily have a "realist" bent: this is 

the stuff of the practical activity of building and the 

pragmatic solutions to problems encountered. 

In their refusal to generalise about 'the building 

game', their denial of the very possibility of doing so, 

subbies and builders alike stress the impossibility of 

knowing "the whole". In its use, 'the building game' does 

not "refer back to the whole for significance," but rather 

identifies the whole in a very particular fashion. In 'the 

building game,' the whole is not "more than the sum of its 

parts" as so much traditional social science has it: 'the 

building game', when used to identify a cultural domain, is 

entirely a summative construct. It cannot be known in its 

entirety, as a whole, precisely because to know it in such a 

way would require first-hand experience of it all, an 

impossibility. 

In his pioneering work which established the basis for 

the structuralist analysis of language, de Saussure marked a 

distinction and necessary connection between paradigmatic 

and syntagmatic axes of analysis (Barthes 1967:58-88). 

Paradigmatic is identified with the options in the selection 

118 



of specific signs or symbols within the context of 

discourse, syntagmatic refers to the actual practice of 

organising signs and symbols so that one follows another. 

Metaphor and metonymy both operate along the paradigmatic 

axis, involving the manner by which particular elements are 

selected rather than the manner by which these selections 

are put into practice. The paradigmatic axis is timeless; it 

merely marks potential differences. The syntagmatic axis is 

grounded in temporal processes as selection follows 

selection. Because their industry is based on temporal 

changes, in 'the building game' it is the syntagmatic axis 

which is given most emphasis by subbies and builders. And 

because the interests of subbies are with actual happenings 

and the practical activity of getting things done, they 

emphasise metonymic connections over metaphor 1c 

explorations. 

Metonym creates a relationship and understanding by 

making a part stand for the whole. For subbies, any 

particular experience or set of events can "stand for" the 

whole of the building industry. The experience or event --

the part — does not encompass the diversity within the 

Industry — the whole. The part only identifies the whole. 

Metonym works by moving from the particular to the general 

and so does not provide an explanatory model as to how the 

system works or makes sense. 

James Fernandez has suggested that "Science is 

metonymic in method although metaphoric in theory" 

(1974:125). Science is metaphoric In theory because theory 

Is concerned with extending and elaborating our knowledge. 

It is metonymic in method because method is about testing 
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such knowledge and empirically demonstrating relationships 

within a defined field of subject matter. In the things they 

say and do subbies and builders engaged in the day to day 

practicalities of building stress experiential knowledge 

over abstract knowledge, practice over theory, syntagmatic 

over the paradigmatic, metonym over metaphor and commentary 

over metacommentary. 

Conclusion 

The building industry could be given any number of 

different cultural forms by subbies, builders and others, 

yet repeatedly it is as »a game' that it is represented. To 

assert that for my own analytical purposes, building is like 

a game would be to miss the point. 'The game', or 'the 

building game', identifies one cultural domain. The way of 

understanding the events that take place within that domain 

is not modelled on any other cultural domain. 'The building 

game' has its own integrity, its own interaction idiom. 'The 

building game' is a particular type of game. The lexicon 

needed to discuss it cannot come from any other game -- 'the 

building game' must be understood in terms of its 

particularity. 

When subbies talk of 'the building game,' the phrase is 

used to constitute a shared context for the diverse and 

particular experiences of their everyday working lives. 

There is no assertion that the industry determines the 

content of their individual experiences. Subbies in the 

building industry can share the use of this common cultural 

form without sharing common content; understandings of how 
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the building game works are transportable. As subbies are 

physically mobile and work in an ever-changing industry, so 

their cultural understandings must be able to represent work 

as a subbie at any location, at any time. To paraphrase 

Leach (1954:108), in his analysis of the form of Kachin 

ritual communication, the shared cultural form of 'the 

building game' is necessarily simple precisely because the 

social experience of working as a subbie is so complex. 

In not being talked about as any other game in 

particular, the building Industry is also not talked about 

in terms of games in general. Talk of building merely "as 

if" it were a game is too unspeclfic for subbies who stress 

the particularity of their work — it identifies form rather 

than content — and smacks of metacommentary rather than the 

more valued commentary about actual work. For subbies and 

builders, building is. a game. It is a particular sort of 

game which requires understanding on its own terms. Just as 

cricket cannot be sensibly talked about as though it were 

ice hockey, without the discussion appearing rather odd to 

those listening, the business of building must be talked 

about as its own particular sort of game. Subbies and 

builders constitute 'the building game' in the form of 

metonym rather than metaphor. 

Building work does, however, share unpredictability and 

uncertainty of outcome with others members of the generic 

set "game." Around Australia the use of 'game' to identify 

various domains of cultural life is based in this 

recognition of inherent unpredictability and uncertainty. It 

is to this contingent and uncertain nature of 'the building 

game' that I now want to turn and examine how these features 
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generate and are generated by processes of information 

management that permeate the industry. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

'YOU'VB GOTTA BE SHIFTY I|I THIS BUSINESS' 

Introduction 

Shortly after I first met Arthur, I told him that it 

was not my intention to use the real names of subbies when I 

wrote up and made public the results of my work. Arthur 

nodded in agreement with this and then commented: 

Yeah. I figure that's good, you know. A lot of blokes 
in this game wouldn't want to talk to you if they 
thought anyone else would know who they were 
particularly for tax, you know. Mind you, some blokes 
probably won't want to talk to you anyway, you know. 

I agreed, laughing at his last observation, and proceeded 

with the serious business of telling him that it was common 

practise in anthropological research for the anthropologist 

to try and protect those with whom he or she has worked. 

After gently directing the discussion around this 

delicate anthropological issue for a few minutes I finally 

asked him if he would like to choose his own pseudonym. 

Arthur was swift to respond: 'You can call me Arthur Daley, 

mate,' he said, 'because you've got to be shifty to get by 

in this business.' The British television show "Minder" was 

popular in Perth at the time and the central figure, a 

somewhat shady, self-made and self-employed entrepreneur 

named Arthur Daley, was weekly making his living with 

business deals that spanned the border between the legal and 

illegal. 
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Arthur's logic in his choice of name intrigued me at 

the time. It was only after I began working intensively in 

'the building game' that I began to understand why such a 

choice made sense, not just in terms of one man's sense of 

humour but as a statement about the way subbies and builders 

interacted and organised their individual businesses. 

In the idiom of building, the everyday working lives of 

subbies can be characterised as a recurrent struggle to turn 

'work around' into 'work on'. For those in 'the building 

game,' this marks a distinction between work which is 

available and potentially may be carried out by any capable 

subbie ('work around'), and that portion of the 'work 

around' which an individual has made his own and has 'on' at 

a given time. The first is a feature of what might be called 

the "field" of building, and is characterised by the 

unpredictability of all open systems; the second represents 

only that portion of the field which is known and controlled 

by any individual subbie at a given time. 

When subbies meet and their talk turns to building, the 

current conditions prevailing in their shared industry is a 

major topic of interest. As noted earlier, given the 

competitive organisation of the building industry, and the 

economic fluctuations which take place within it, the need 

to have a current understanding of what is happening in the 

industry is necessary if a subbie is to be 'in the game' at 

any given time. However, being 'in' 'the building game,' and 

having such an understanding of the amount of 'work around', 

does not In and of itself produce 'work on' for a subbie. 

These understandings may be necessary but are hardly 

sufficient to bring tradesman and job — subbie and builder 
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— together. 

As each new job undertaken constitutes a separate 

contract between subbie and builder, with its value 

potentially negotiable, there is a constant need for subbies 

and builders alike to have current understandings of the 

ever-changing economic conditions of the housing market. It 

is these current understandings that keep subbie and builder 

'in the building game'. It is only with current knowledge 

and information that a subbie or builder has any idea how 

much to quote for work or to accept as a reasonable price. 

As Hutton has noted for this industry: 

In some ways the competitive structure and behaviour of 
much of the industry may be likened to classical 
notions of perfect competition — though unlike the 
classical model there is seldom perfect knowledge on 
the part of those engaged (1970:34). 

I think it is necessary to go further than Hutton and assert 

that for any individual working in this industry, be he 

subbie or builder, there is never "perfect knowledge" in 

'the building game'. Far from the transparency of perfect 

knowledge, there exists in this market an opacity which 

renders any individual's claim to systematic or 

comprehensive knowledge problematic. However, while perfect 

knowledge is impossible, there is available an abundance of 

various types of information about building and the market. 

It is from this available information, coupled with 

knowledge earned from personal experience on building sites, 

that every subbie must construct and act on his own 

interpretation of 'the building game*. 

Here I examine the ways in which knowledge and 

information are managed by those engaged in 'the building 
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game' in order to show how subbies work to understand what 

takes place in their working world as they attempt to turn 

•work around' into 'work on.' More particularly, my Interest 

here is with the social distribution of knowledge and 

Information in 'the building game' and the active part that 

working subbies and builders take in producing and 

maintaining this social distribution of understandings. 

While subbies share the notion of 'the building game,' as 

the most inclusive descriptive category used to characterise 

their industry, they also work to ensure that understandings 

of 'the building game' are not equally shared by all in the 

industry. While subbies may be equal and all the same, as 

subbies, they are also, in terms of their individual 

understandings of 'the game,' all unequal and different. 

Just as knowledge and information is socially distributed in 

•the building game,' so too is competitive advantage. 

'Work Around' and 'Work On' 

In order to transform 'work around' into 'work on,' a 

subbie must ensure himself a regular supply of information 

to maintain a working understanding of the current economic 

conditions of building. In a working world in which social 

relationships are made and broken with speed and alacrity, 

communication links with others are easily produced but not 

so easily maintained. Subbies are often known to their 

mates, particularly the casual acquaintances from jobs, 

simply by a first name and perhaps a phone number, if they 

have bothered to get to know each other at all. Many times 

subbies merely work on site with others who are co-present 

— without the bother of formal introductions or apparent 
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interest in each other. More often, subbies will strive to 

keep a book of telephone contact numbers, often stretching 

over several years, in order to stay in touch with others in 

•the game.' Knowledge of last names and places of residence 

are unimportant in this industry; what matters for subbies 

is that they can be contacted by those who may have work. 

Subbies are, then, dependent upon some degree of domestic 

continuity for the maintenance of their communications 

networks. 

When I first met Arthur, he was doing a job for a 

builder he hadn't seen or heard from for the previous two 

years. The builder needed a brickie and called Arthur at the 

telephone number retained from the first time they had 

worked together, almost two years earlier. If a subbie is no 

longer at a telephone number, it is easy and common for 

builders, owners and other subbies simply to look elsewhere 

and find someone else. The subbie who shifts residence and 

changes phone number is too hard to track down. Similarly, 

to lose a personal telephone directory of others in 'the 

building game' can have serious repercussions. In either 

situation, the subbie must invest time and effort remaking 

social contacts and relocating himself with respect to 

others 'in the game.' 

The list of names and numbers maintained by each 

individual involved in building, constitutes a personal 

resource which can be used in the effort to transform 'work 

around' into 'work on'. As each new job constitutes, in 

principle, a new contract between subbie and builder, there 

is the need for a subbie to produce a competitive quote and 
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for a builder to pay competitive rates. In order for a 

subbie to produce a competitive quotation, or for a builder 

to recognise that he has received such a quote, it is 

necessary for both to have some understanding of current 

prices. However, accurate prices are rarely given as part of 

the public information about building; each individual is 

left to formulate his own understanding of what may be 

current prices. There is no central agency or body which 

even attempts to produce or make public such information. In 

a competitive industry, the accuracy of their understandings 

of current prices is of considerable significance to the 

individual competitors. 

Economist Frank Knight, in an important work entitled 

Risk, Uncertainty and Profit (1921), distinguishes 

uncertainty from risk on the basis of mathematical 

probability: uncertainty is inherently unpredictable while 

risk is predictable. Knight states that: 

... a measurable uncertainty, or "risk" proper, as we 
shall use the term, is so far different from an 
unmeasurable one that it is not in effect an 
uncertainty at all. We shall accordingly restrict the 
term "uncertainty" to cases of non-quantitative type. 
It is this "true" uncertainty, ... that ... accounts 
for the divergence between actual and theoretical 
competitltion (1921:20). 

Profit, for Knight, was produced by the management of risk, 
including the mechanisms by which uncertainty can be 

transformed into risk. One way that this transformation can 

be achieved is by the size of the enterprise: the larger the 

market share a company can control, the more easily it can 

predict the mathematical probability of competitive 

outcomes. Individual subbies, however, do not have the 

ability to operate on a large scale; each subbie can only 
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work on one building site at a time and can only complete as 

much work as he Is physically capable, subbies are concerned 

with "risk" and "uncertainty" — and certainly with Knight's 

third key concept, "profit" -- but cannot easily turn these 

measures into quantitative probabilities because subbies 

know individual events and experiences rather than aggregate 

data. Subbies only approximate aggregate data in their 

collection of what they consider to be the untrustworthy 

information gleaned from conversations with others in the 

industry. 

In their attempts to turn 'work around' into "work on,' 

subbies strive to make the uncertainty of 'work around' into 

the risky business of 'work on'. Because of the very nature 

of building work, risk and uncertainty for subbies are 

construed in cultural terms rather than mathematical ones. 

Work is always risky until payment is received and banked. 

Until the transaction is complete there is, for subbies, 

always a worry that payment might not be forthcoming or may 

be, in some other way, amiss. 'Work around' is always 

uncertain because no subbie ever knows exactly how much of 

it there is, or how many subbies may be looking for it, and 

no subbie has a clear claim upon it; 'work on' is always 

risky because there is never an absolute guarantee that, 

even after securing a job, full payment will follow work 

performed. Subbies strive to transform uncertainty into risk 

through the collection and strategic use of the bits and 

pieces of knoweldge and Information they find at hand as 

they attempt to anticipate possible results. 

In building, the efforts of subbies to turn 'work 

around' into 'work on' is commonly identified as 'chasing 
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work'. Not only does this formulation emphasise the dynamics 

of the process, it also allows anticipated results to remain 

unpredictable. In this context, subbies 'chasing work' can 

be said to enter into a "search" for information about the 

current conditions of building. Geertz (1978; 1979), drawing 

on a literature dealing with "the economics of information 

and knowledge" (Lamberton 1971), identifies two sorts of 

search which can be employed in the chase: extensive and 

intensive. An extensive search may range widely over a 

number of different sources and types of evidence; an 

intensive search engages fewer sources, investing more time 

in them and exploring them in greater depth. As both types 

of search involve an investment in time, each subbie must 

decide the sort of search in which he will engage himself. 

Subbies tend to emphasise searching extensively rather then 

intensively. They do this by attempting to maximise the 

information available from each and every social contact 

they make in 'the building game.' When they meet, those who 

work in 'the building game' tend to talk about 'the 

building game' and little else. In actually winning or 

losing any particular job, intensive information is 

produced. Here a subbie has proof that his quote has been 

too high, when a job is lost; or the subbie has cause to 

wonder when he wins a job: 'would I have got it if I had bid 

a few dollars more?' The information so gathered is 

intensive because it is based on a testing of the market, 

through the production of a quote, rather than an extensive 

survey of what others might be saying about current economic 

conditions. The information reduces the ignorance of the 
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subbie, but does not necessarily increase the subbie's 

comprehensive knowledge of current economic conditions. The 

subbie must still interpret the information. 

To engage solely in either intensive or extensive 

search when 'chasing work' is to unnecessarily limit one's 

supply of information. A subbie may be 'in' 'the building 

game' but the inclusion may be somewhat tenuous. A subbie 

who is intent on establishing a steady 'flow of work' must 

first work to generate enough knowledge from his own work 

and information from interaction with others so that he can 

reasonably expect to locate and control sufficient work to 

keep him as busy as he desires. A subbies does this by 

maintaining an extensive personal network of others in the 

industry, from which information may be collected and by 

exploiting every possible interaction in the extensive 

search for any useful information. Many subbies maintain 

fairly wide networks of other subbies through shared 

patronage of a local pub. However, information gleaned from 

these sources will always be supplemented with as much 

information from diverse other sources as is possible to 

collect. 

One of the most important sources of potentially useful 

knowledge about current conditions is perhaps best 

characterised as a sort of intensive negative knowledge: a 

subbie knows jobs he has quoted on and not been successful 

and must assume, when this happens, that his quote has been 

too high. He does not know how much 'over the top' (too 

high) his quote has been — although many subbies make an 

effort to ask about the successful bid; this negative 

knowledge about lost jobs is recognised by many subbies as 
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being perhaps more accurate than knowledge generated from a 

job won: who knows how much more the builder may have been 

willing to pay? If the cost quoted to the builder or owner 

by different subbies are significantly different, there is 

the possibility of a technical difference in how the work 

will be done. I have witnessed Arthur lose a job to another 

team of brickies who have not quoted to put in a 'proper 

concrete footing' for a retaining wall. When Arthur called 

back to the owner about the job and heard why his quote had 

not been successful, he explained to the owners the reason 

for the difference in the quotes. Arthur, however, remained 

unsuccessful in getting them to accept his quote. Most 

often, however, subbies never hear back from those who do 

not accept their quotes. 

Intensive searching takes place as subbies evaluate 

personal quotes for particular jobs, while also engaging 

others in extensive discussions about the current market 

conditions of building. The knowledge that a subbie can 

extract from both successful and unsuccessful quotes he has 

produced at specific times provides him with an intensive 

understanding against which the current information gleaned 

from an extensive searching of other subbies and the 

newspaper can be interpreted. 

Reading the Newspaper 

There is one source of information which potentially is 

shared by everyone involved in building: the morning 

newspaper, The West Australian. It is in this newspaper that 

builders and subbies advertise work and services available. 
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However, reading 'The West' requires considerable skill. One 

of the Important lessons I learned, while working with 

subbies in 'the building game,' was how to read and 

understand the classified advertisements as subbies deal 

with them. 

Almost every morning that Authur picked me up to go to 

work with him, the morning paper was in the cab of his ute. 

Often he had already read it, at home with his first cup of 

tea, but sometimes as we drove to work he would ask me to 

read it or confirm aspects of his interpretation. I was 

given little explicit instruction by Arthur, or anyone else 

in 'the building game,' as to how to read and interpret the 

morning newspaper. I learned to read the newspaper in the 

same way I learned so much else about building: by 

participation. The most direct instruction I received from 

Arthur was one morning, long after he had shown me how to 

understand what the paper contained, when I explicitly 

questioned him about reading the paper: 

You've got to read the paper in this game mate. Every 
subbie in the game does this; just to stay in touch 
with things, you know. Otherwise you're just out of it 
all with no bloody hope. 

As a brickie himself, the first thing that Arthur looked for 

were the jobs for bricklayers; then, for Arthur, the total 

number of advertisements in the paper was used as a 

guideline for how much work was 'around.' For example, a 

large number of advertisments for brickies most probably 

means that brickies are much in demand and, following basic 

market considerations, that prices for work could be 

expected to rise or, at least, stay at their present levels. 

If the number of advertisements for brickies is on the 
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decline, each brickie becomes more anxious about maintaining 

a continuity of work for himself and the price at which 

work is quoted on and accepted also Is apt to decline. 

For those working in 'the building game,' the 

classified advertisements in the morning newspaper are not 

just a means of bringing subbie and builder together. 

Although they are designed to serve this function, they also 

constitute public evidence. For subbies, the classified 

advertisements provide a means for an extensive search of 

the market for work without having to leave the kitchen 

table or building site. The Master Builders' Association 

(MBA), whose membership is primarily comprised of builders, 

uses figures collected from the newspapers, involving little 

more than counting the advertisements placed over a period 

of time, to make public statements about the current 

economic conditions and about the near-future prospects for 

the building industry. 

For a subbie to use the advertisements for his own 

purposes, it is necessary for him to have some idea of how 

to interpret them. This is not just a matter of 

understanding the relevant meanings encoded in such phrases 

as 'job loaded,' 'long run,' 'hammer hand' or whether a job 

is 'north' or 'south of the river.' Such knowledge is 

certainly a prerequisite for understanding the advertised 

job specifications, but there is much more to be gleaned. 

Reading the newspaper, as part of an extensive search for 

Information about the current conditions in building, is a 

matter of reading all of the advertisments relating to 

building over a period of time so that fluctuations can be 

used in the process of understanding what is happening in 
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the industry, A subbie'S understanding of 'the building 

game' is developed by examining the number, type and 

phrasing of the Information contained in the advertisements, 

not just on a single morning, but as these dimensions change 

and vary over time. It is the particularistic production of 

the individual advertisements that renders them useful for 

understanding the industry as a whole: the advertisements 

are not consciously produced as a single text with a single 

message and, therefore, subbies see them as facts indicative 

of trends rather than merely the information of someone 

else's interpretation. 

Even just for brickies, the advertisements for 

bricklayers do not reveal the absolute amount of 'work 

around' at any time. The MBA recognises that the counting of 

such advertisements provides only a relative measure of 

changes in the industry. In reading the advertisements, 

Arthur recognises that the advertisements mark only the 

cases where builders do not have teams already. One possible 

explanation for a large number of advertisements, offered by 

a number of subbies, is that there is a lot of 'work around' 

and that every subbie already has enough 'work on.' However, 

subbies are also concerned as to why a particular builder 

has not been able to keep subbies who have worked for him 

and will often wonder out loud whether or not it is a safe 

bet to work for such a builder. With a lack of information 

about a builder, subbies are anxious and risk is high. 

Subbies will try to ask other subbies working for such a 

builder about the financial well-being of the builder. 

Arthur once noted that the stock answer when another subbie 
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asks about a builder's reputation for paying is that: 'He 

pays weekly, mate — very weakly.' I have heard Arthur offer 

this to a team of subbies who questioned us about our time 

with a builder before they accepted his job. 

Trends in the Advertisements 

Early one morning, while driving to a job, Arthur 

looked over at the paper while I tried to count the number 

of advertisements for brickies. Of one advertisement, which 

had a picture of a trowel as a "header" to indicate the 

trade concerned, Arthur remarked that he knew who the bloke 

was and that the advertisement was always placed in just the 

same way. Arthur then went on to give me a brief account of 

his understanding of the current trend in advertisements 

against what appeared to him to be the real current market 

conditions. 

Arthur noted that the actual content of advertisements 

changes as the market for work fluctuates between 'good 

times' and 'bad times': 

When times are bad, and there isn't much work around, 
there are very few ads In the newspapers and those that 
are there usually don't give any phone number. Too many 
blokes would be calling and builders don't want to 
spend all night up and down answering the bloody phone. 

They want to make it as easy as possible on 
themselves, the bloody bastards. It means us subbies 
have to get up, load up our tools and get to the 
address to stand around with who knows how many other 
bloody subbies, waiting for the builder to show up and 
let one of us have the job for no bloody money.... For 
the life of me I don't know why any of us even bothers 
to try and work. 

In 'good times' builders commonly provide only the address 
of the job, along with a starting time. Any subbies 
Interested in the work can show up at the nominated time and 

the builder will then negotiate a price. This practice is 
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sometimes described by subbies as the builder 'auctioning 

off the job.' The builder talks about price in general and 

then allows the subbies present to bid against each other, 

driving the price for the job lower and lower, until finally 

the lowest bidder wins it. Subbies also identify this 

practise as 'buying yourself work,' particularly in 'bad 

times' when there is little hope of even 'making wages' and 

a subbie accepts a low price to keep working rather than 

having the day off. 

I have heard several subbies spell out their own 

strategies for dealing with work advertised when only an 

address for the job is given. One subbie talked of showing 

up early at the building site and telling the other waiting 

tradesmen that the job was 'already gone.' When the builder 

arrived, only the one team of subbies was waiting. In 

another case, a team of brickies simply drove onto the site, 

off-loaded their tools and began working, leading the other 

waiting subbies to think that the job was taken and so 

leave. Only the one team was on site when the builder 

arrived — and they got the job: these are clear cases of 

being 'shifty in this game.' 

When the industry 'picks up' and there is 'lots of work 

around' for subbies, builders will attempt to make their 

advertisements more attractive to the subbies who are then 

much in demand. Builders include their home telephone 

numbers in the advertisements so that they can negotiate 

price over the phone with potential subbies. Builders will 

also indicate something about the jobs. For brickies, for 

example, builders Identify such factors as: how many bricks 
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are to be laid; whether the job constitutes a 'long run' of 

several weeks work, time in which the subbie will not have 

to 'stuff around' moving and setting up equipment and 

'chasing work'; and, if the job is 'loaded' and ready for an 

immediate start or not. In reading the advertisements, 

subbies look carefully for any changes in the way the 

announcement of 'work around' is phrased, both in order to 

find themselves work and, more generally, to stay informed 

about the industry. 

When the number of advertisements for brickies in The 

West was greater than twenty, Arthur was usually happy: 

builders, he would say, were 'chasing' subbies and the price 

Arthur could charge for his work would remain the same or 

might even improve. When the demand for subbies is high, 

each new job undertaken offers a chance for the subbie to 

negotiate an increase in payment. When the demand for 

subbies declines, builders look to negotiate a lower price 

for subbies. While builders often characterise subbies as 

being 'greedy' when subbies ask for more money, and subbies 

characterise builders as 'real bastards' when builders 

attempt to push down prices, this is, in a market economy, 

the dynamics of labour and management coming to terms with 

supply and demand. For subbies, the regular counting of the 

number of advertisements for jobs in the paper provides an 

indication of whether or not the market conditions in their 

industry or trade are improving or declining. 

When times are 'good' for subbies, the advertisements 

offer evidence of another shift. Instead of merely 

advertising particular jobs, the advertisements begin to 

include statements indicating the amount of money offered as 
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payment. The advertisements for brickies, for example, start 

including statements of how many dollars per thousand the 

builder is willing pay to have the job done. Such a public 

specificity about amounts of money is rare in 'the building 

game.' When amounts are included in the advertisements, both 

subbies and builders understand that the market for work is 

indeed very strong. Even if a subbie is not looking for 

work, advertisements which indicate precise dollar amounts 

provide clear guidance as to the prices the market will 

bear. There is no guarantee that the price in the paper is 

the price finally agreed upon by builder and subbie, as 

there is still room for bargaining about price, upwards for 

the subbie in such 'good times.' As the newspaper 

advertisements provide publicly available information, every 

subbie and builder has access to the information and their 

respective negotiating positions have at least a shared 

starting point. 

"Good times' and 'bad times' affect the ways individual 

subbies and builders can exert control and manage their own 

time. When 'times are bad,' and there is not much 'work 

around' for subbies, builders can have subbies on site 

whenever they please. With more subbies around than work 

available, the subbies get 'hungry' for work. When 'times 

are good,' and subbies are In demand, starting dates for 

subbies on a job are negotiated by builder and subbie, 

allowing both parties to plan and schedule their time. This 

allows subbies more control in organising their 'work on,' 

so that jobs can be fitted in, and allows builders to 

organise their work in a similar manner. By negotiating 
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starting times, subbies can exercise some control over their 

work schedules while, at the same time, builders lose some 

of their control over subbies. For example, a subbie who 

agrees to begin a job in ten days time offers the builder no 

guarantee that the work will actually start or finish on 

time. Indeed, subbies are notorious for accepting more work 

than they can actually undertake. Subbies will slowly weed 

out the less lucrative jobs as they go along, doing the jobs 

where they can make 'easy money' and letting slide any jobs 

that might prove difficult. Subbies do this simply by not 

showing up to work on those jobs where they believe they 

might be 'stuffed around' or when they believe that they 

have a chance of earning more money on some other job. For 

subbies, it is when 'times are good' that builders are at 

the mercy of subbies; when 'times are bad,' subbies are at 

the mercy of builders. Subbies can identify 'good times' 

from 'bad times' by carefully reading the newspaper and 

using the advertisements in concert with with their own 

current experiences and knowledge. 

On one occasion, while working on a large and 

complicated building site, with an abnormally large number 

of subbies, including a team of roofing carpenters, a 

finishing carpenter, a team of plasterboard-fixers, and the 

foreman for the job, Arthur and I sat and discussed the 

morning paper with almost everyone on site. Times were 

'pretty good' with quite a bit of building going on and 

there was 'work around' for most trades. No one present had 

been involuntarily out of work during the previous several 

months. After asking Arthur's permission, the plasterboard-

fixer picked up and began skimming through Arthur's morning 
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paper. Finally, on turning to the advertisements, he started 

making aloud comments about the contents of the newspaper 

to Arthur and everyone else present that morning: 

A lotta work for brickies these days. That's a real 
good sign for me, you know. When there's a lotta work 
for brickies there isn't always a lot for me but I know 
that in a few months she'll be right. By then all that 
work that you've done will be waiting for us. It sure 
looks good to me. I guess I won't be having a holiday 
for a while yet. 

He continued going through the advertisements, commenting on 

the advertisements for each trade as he came to them. In 

sharing his understanding of the meaning of the 

advertisements, in terms of his expectations about his own 

work chances, the plasterboard-fixer looks at all of the 

advertisements, not just those relevant to his own trade. 

Interpreting the numbers of advertisements for brickies in 

relation to his own trade, and knowing the way the different 

trades follow one after another through jobs, provided the 

plasterboard-fixer with a way of anticipating the amount of 

'work around' which may be available for plasterboard-fixers 

in the (near) future. Seeing that the amount of work 

available for him in the near future should be considerable, 

the plasterboard-fixer also understood that the amount he 

could charge for his work would also probably be increasing. 

Subbies read the newspaper to identify trends in 'the 

building game' as much as to find work. The newspaper 

provides the most widely shared source of information about 

•work around' in 'the building game.' However, as the 

information presented in the newspaper is available to 

anyone interested enough to read and follow the 

advertisements, the value of the information is lessened 
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amongst subbies. The information available in the newspaper 

does not provide a competitive advantage for any individual 

subbie precisely because the information is so widely 

available. The interpretation of the advertisements in the 

newspaper can provide a sense of current trends in the 

building industry, along with contextual information which 

individuals can use to help make sense of both their 

particular knowledge and information gleaned from other 

sources. 

'Subbies are the Biggest Liars' 

At the end of a rather long Friday evening spent 

drinking in a local pub, in the company of several other 

subbies, Arthur looked at me when we were the only two left 

and pronounced on the evening's discussion: 'I'll tell you 

one thing, Mate. Subbies are the biggest liars in the world. 

And that's the truth.' With this announced — and my concern 

aroused, was he lying to me? — he finished his beer and 

refused any further discussion of the subject. Shortly 

afterwards we left the pub to go home. 

While Arthur's refusal to enter into any extended 

discussion of this topic certainly keeps with the 

uncommunicative tradition of those in 'the building game,' 

his observation about the veracity of subbies' talk is most 

intriguing. In lying, and being lied to, subbies play an 

active part in producing and reproducing a social 

distribution of information in 'the building game.' In an 

industry where individuals must act upon their 

understandings of current market conditions, and where there 

is no official source of knowledge, what are the social 
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effects of such widespread lying and misrepresentation? or, 

to phrase it more as subbies themselves understand it, how 

do you deal with the 'shifty' people you meet, and must deal 

with if you are to keep working? 

Drinking beer to excess was not our only purpose for 

being in the pub that night. We were also searching for 

information about current conditions in 'the building game.' 

When 'out' of 'the game' a subbie has insufficient 

knowledge and information about current prices or the amount 

of work potentially available. He, therefore, lacks 

guidelines as to what to quote for any potential job. While 

this is an extreme case of lacking information, subbies must 

deal with less extreme cases regularly. A subbie in 'the 

building game' has knowledge only of his own experiences. 

Yet to be successful in making some of the avialable work 

his own, a subbie needs further information, an 

understanding of the activities and involvements of others 

'in the game,' against which he can interpret his own 

experiences. Some information can be gleaned from the 

newspaper, but this is not sufficient for a subbie or a 

builder to remain 'in the game.' For both subbies and 

builders, understandings of the current market conditions of 

'the building game' are not easily won. 

I cannot speak for the veracity of Arthur's claim 

concerning the relative deceptive capabilities or 

proclivities of subbies. It is true that subbies do actively 

engage in lying and other deceptive practices and that they 

recognise others in 'the building game' as doing the same. 

They do not lie to hurt each other — I have never heard of 
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anyone lying about safety conditions. Rather, subbies tend 

to confine their lies to money and their prospects for 

earning it. There is, then, in 'the building game' an 

emphasis on secrecy and privacy coupled with a focus on 

independence, with each individual being able to look after 

himself. In 'the building game,' competition breeds lies and 

deceit. 

The significance of Arthur's statement is less in its 

absolute truth than in the social implications such an 

understanding entails for subbies and builders engaged in 

the day-to-day processes of organising their respective 

work. Arthur's statement is not merely declarative of an 

existing tendency in building — telling it the way it is. 

Arthur's assertion demonstrates an epistemological stance 

towards the talk of 'the game.' Whether subbies are in fact 

bigger — or better, or more creative, or more prolific — 

liars than say, among others, such celebrated fabricators 

and "tall tale" tellers as fishermen is a moot point. What 

is at issue are the particular characteristics of "the lie", 

as Simmel (1950) has it, as lies are woven into the social 

fabric of everyday working life in 'the building game.' 

Simmel has written that "Sociological structures differ 

profoundly according to the measure of lying which operates 

in them" (1950:312-313). Simmel's insight has certainly been 

productive in the analysis of the lie, secrecy and 

concealment in social life (Gilsenen 1976). What needs to be 

emphasised here is that it is not merely the amount of lying 

which makes social structures differ profoundly but, and 

perhaps more importantly, the perceptions of the measure of 

lying held by those engaged in interaction. Simmel's insight 
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is that the lie not only conceals the truth, but that lies 

also conceal aspects of the Identity of the liar. 

Subcontracting in 'the building game,' where lying is 

rife, is a case where perceptions about lies and the amount 

of lying which takes place are indeed important. In a world 

of work in which social relationships tend to be of limited 

temporal duration, making trust between individuals a 

difficult social condition to generate and sustain, and in 

which traffic in information is a necessary requirement, the 

assertion and assumption that everyone 'In the game' may be 

lying places serious limitations on the usefulness of all 

information. Yet, in 'the building game,' this information 

about the general conditions is almost all that there is 

beyond the newspaper accounts; with no central body to 

establish rates of pay, or to accomodate the needs of 

subbies with those of builders, each individual becomes to 

some degree dependent upon the information that is 

available. While this information is not interpreted by 

subbies as constituting the truth, it is possible for them 

to use the information to create a general picture of what 

is taking place in 'the building game' with respect to 

prices and amounts of work available. This information 

provides a context against which a subbie can interpret his 

own experiences — his knowledge — and make reasoned 

judgments about current and future opportunities. 

The difficulty in lying, as subbies lie, is in making a 

statement which appears to be factual but for which no one 

can ascertain the truth value. The statement must be close 

to what is known by the others present; an enormous 
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exaggeration would be easily recognised by other subbies and 

clearly Identify the subbie making It as a liar. A subbie 

identified by another subbie as a liar does not have his 

entire identity in 'the building game' spoiled. A liar 

judged by the subbie lied to as a moral outsider, with a set 

of values and identity which are beyond the moral boundary 

of 'the game.' But such a judgement need not be socially 

accepted beyond the dyadic relationship of the accuser and 

accused. Lying is construed as a deliberate refusal to take 

part in the usual social discourse among building workers, 

but it is rarely a widespread and broadly accepted opinion; 

it is more commonly the judgement of only the individual 

discerning and taking offence to the lie. 

In lying, then, a subbie can change the facts as he 

knows them but cannot change them to just anything. If he is 

to continue speaking with his fellows, his account must be 

close enough to their experiences — and yet not too 

revealing of his own. When offering statements about precise 

amounts of money in conversation, the others in the 

discussion never know when a subbie is speaking the truth or 

not. The only way for listeners to deal with this is to make 

the assumption that all statements about money and work are 

lies; but, also, that they are lies that are within some 

reasonable distance from the truth. There Is no formula to 

accurately translate a lie into the truth. Lies build 

ambiguity into any and every understanding, making it 

impossible to tell how much an individual is lying, or the 

magnitude of his lies, without having knowledge of the 

truth. 

While my evidence about lying, by the subbies I worked 
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most closely with, indicates that what is "reasonable" as a 

lie may at times be as much as twenty per cent, I have no 

absolute proof about the range of lies told by others. Nor 

does any subbie in 'the building game.' Subbies can only 

interpret the statements of others by allowing for and 

assuming ambiguity is present. On one occasion we were told 

by Roger, a brickie whom Arthur used to 'partner with,' that 

he was getting $270 a thousand. This was a lot of money at 

the time: Arthur and I were getting just over $200, and 

thought ourselves doing well. When Roger told us this at 

'smoko' one Saturday morning Arthur looked at me, raised his 

eyebrows and went on talking. At the end of the day, as 

Arthur and I drove home together, Arthur remarked Roger's 

claim by asking the rhetorical question: 'If he's getting 

that much, what the hell is he doing working on the week-end 

with me?' A few weeks later, after Arthur and Roger had 

teamed up again on a more regualr basis, Arthur told me what 

he now understood as being the truth: while the figure of 

$270 per thousand was 'probably' accurate, Roger had left 

the work because of problems with payment and the figure of 

$270 per thousand included so many 'extras' -- arches, 

windows, doors and other 'features' that take up time --

that Roger was making no more money than us or any other 

team of brickies. 

When Arthur commented to me about the lying 

proclivities of other subbies, he did this In private. We 

were operating as partners at the time and so his business 

was my business — at least for the duration of the 

relationship. It was only when we were left alone in the pub 
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that he indicated his understanding of that evening's 

communications. To have challenged anyone on the spot could 

have caused a violent fight and certainly would have made 

working together on Monday morning an impossibility. 

Keeping Business Private 

After I had been working with Arthur for long enough to 

know the details of our shared business, having been 

involved in the financial negotiations about particular 

jobs, I once made the mistake of answering some questions 

posed by another subbie as we drank in company at the pub. 

As I listened to the conversation taking place around me, I 

heard what I considered to be details about business and 

building. When asked a question, I responded with an 

accurate answer. My response to the question was both honest 

and truthful. At the time I was truly puzzled by the way 

Arthur quickly took over the conversation and said things 

that simply did not strike me as being true. He gave out 

what I knew to be false prices, over-stating and under

stating them by as much as twenty per cent; Arthur talked of 

jobs we had 'on' when in fact we had only begun to prepare 

the quotes for these jobs; he gave information about our 

connections with builders and our potential to gain work in 

the future that I knew nothing about. 

As we rode home that night, Arthur advised me about how 

to talk to others engaged as we were 'in the building game.' 

Arthur stressed that: 

There's no point in them knowing all our business mate. 
It's much better to keep them guessing a bit, you know. 
You've got to be careful in this game, there's some 
really shifty bastards out there. 
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I was warned about 'keeping our business to ourselves' and, 

at the same time, shown a stance to take towards the 

communications of others: we would not have them 'knowing 

all our business' and, similarly, we could not assume to 

•know all their business.' On a Friday afternoon, several 

weeks later, I offered, as a courtesy, to collect a pay 

cheque for a carpenter Arthur and I had arranged to meet in 

the pub later that evening. The carpenter was to see about 

another job after work that night and Arthur and I already 

planned to visit the builder to collect our own money. To 

me, it seemed that the carpenter's evening would be much 

easier if we collected his money and met him in the pub. It 

would save him a trip to the builder's unit. The carpenter 

quickly refused my offer of aid, and caused himself 

considerable extra time and effort in organising to pick up 

his cheque himself. He refused me by stating simply, and in 

terms that echoed Arthur's own words: 'Listen mate, I'm not 

having you knowing all my business.' It was clear to me that 

I should not be offended. The carpenter's refusal of my aid 

was not not intended as a personal insult; it was a 

statement about the relationship between subbies in 'the 

building game.' We met in the pub later that evening and had 

several drinks together. 

Subbies in 'the building game' actively engage in what 

has been elsewhere identified as "information management" 

(see Paine 1970:172-188). Writing from a transactional 

perspective, Robert Paine has characterised this mode of 

communication as one in which individuals strive to maximise 

the value of their return (in information) while at the 

same time minimising the value of their cost (in 
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information). Esentially, operating with a model drawn from 

a market economy, a subbie works within such an economy 

striving to get more useful information from others, and so 

lessen his own ignorance, while giving up as little as 

possible and so keeping others more ignorant of the current 

economic condition of the building industry. A subbie might 

not Increase his own competitive advantage when he lies to 

another subbie, but he certainly does not decrease it. 

While subbies and others in 'the building game' are 

certainly aware of the presence of lies, they also perceive 

that there can be danger in the truth. Only the builder who 

pays and the subbie who collects his wages know the truth of 

their financial arrangement. Their knowledge of one 

another's business may be confined to this one contract. 

Neither knows what will happen to the other once the job is 

completed. 

Earlier I noted my mistake in telling the truth to 

other subbies one evening. However, it is not just newcomers 

to the industry who may sometimes make statements they later 

regret. One night, after a long session In the pub, Arthur 

spoke to me as we walked to his ute: 'God, I hope I didn't 

say too much in there tonight.' His remark struck me as odd 

because, in my view, Arthur had not dominated the 

conversation. While driving home, Arthur elaborated on his 

statement, indicating not that he had said too many words 

but that he had spoken too much of the truth. Arthur's 

concern was that those we drank with that night might 

somehow recognise that he had spoken the truth. Saying 'too 

much,' as Arthur put it, for him was a statement about the 
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quality of his communications that evening, and not about 

the quantity of words he had spoken. 

The assumption of the widespread presence of the lie 

weaves ambiguity into the organisation of the building game. 

It gives emphasis to the fact that it is individual subbies 

who must produce individual understandings of 'the game' and 

that it is individual subbies who must work to transform 

uncertainty into risk. Information and knowledge do not 

effect this transformation on their own. Subbies require 

information but they cannot accept at face value what they 

are told in discussions with other subbies. To be successful 

in 'the building game,' requires knowledge and the 

collection of information, but also the ability to 

understand and interpret all of the evidence collected. 

'His Right Hand Doesn't Know What His Left Hand's Doing' 

If subbies accept that lying is endemic in their 

industry, and that telling the truth can be equated with 

'saying too much,' subbies also find it perturbing when they 

note another's refusal to engage in social discourse. While 

lying may be acceptable in 'the building game,' the refusal 

to speak certainly is not. As others have shown, in very 

different ethnographic contexts, silence can communicate as 

much as words or other actions (Basso 1972:67-86). I now 

show how subbies contstrue the refusal to share information 

about 'the building game.' 

We had been working for Sharky for some time; at the 

beginning he had been very forthcoming about work. When we 

met him on site or at the pub we talked about building, the 

amount of 'work around' and, more particularly, about the 
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amount of work that Sharky had 'on.' At the time, Sharky was 

a small builder, but he was striving to make his business 

grow larger. He had only recently stopped operating out of 

the backyard of his house and had set up his own office, 

including a young lady to answer the phone and take care of 

paperwork, in a unit at a small, local industrial complex. 

The unit was referred to by the subbies he hired as 

'Sharky's unit' or, when ownership was obvious, simply as 

'the unit.' In making this set of moves, Sharky was adding 

considerably to his monthly expenses — he had to pay for 

these new additions to his business before he paid either 

the subbies or himself. There was no clear indication to the 

subbies Sharky continued to employ that the changes would 

generate the necessary income. Subbies who came and went 

were aware of this and, as one subbie noted: 'I'll tell you, 

mate, he's got to make a lot of money before he sees any 

himself -- or before we see any.' 

When we had first started working with Sharky, he came 

to the pub regularly on Friday nights. He even came on other 

nights when he was invited, and he had himself suggested on 

several occasions that Arthur and I should meet him after 

work for a beer or two. At the pub and when we met him at 

work, Sharky seemed to me to be very forthright about his 

understanding of the building market and how much work was 

"around.' He talked about jobs he had 'on,' jobs waiting to 

be started and jobs he was quoting on. While Arthur and I 

were never told that there would be work for us to do, there 

was an assumption on our part that, if Sharky was happy with 

our present work, Arthur and I would continue to do work for 
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him. This caused some stress for Arthur because we were at 

the time working for wages, at an hourly rate rather than on 

a price. We did not know exactly how much Sharky expected us 

to do every day, or every week. When money is not tied to 

particular jobs in 'the building game,' there is no easy 

equation for subbie or builder to determine whether the 

relationship is profitable. Arthur and I were getting paid 

by Sharky every week and, while we would have liked to be 

earning more money than we were, we were relatively happy 

with how much we were earning. In meeting with Sharky, and 

having a few beers together, Arthur and I were regularly 

collecting information and staying apprised of how Sharky 

was doing. In terms of the work available, Arthur and I were 

producing our current understanding of 'the building game' 

and anticipating our immediate future through Sharky's 

actions and understandings. Sharky was also using us to keep 

him in touch with 'the building game' through our contacts. 

As Sharky had moved into the office, and 'off the tools,' he 

no longer came in contact with as many different working 

subbies as we did. Sharky was interpreting 'the game' 

through our actions: the longer we accepted the rate of pay 

he offered, without fighting him for more money, the more he 

could infer about the amount he was paying. If we were 

asking for more money, or if we left to find other work, he 

could infer that he was not paying enough; if we continued 

to work for him, he could conclude that he was paying too 

much. 

As Arthur and I continued to work for Sharky over a 

period of a couple of months, Arthur started making comments 

about Sharky's behaviour. I had noticed that we were seeing 
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less of Sharky; he was not coming to the pub with us very 

often anymore. Also, he came on site only rarely , leaving 

the work to be looked after by a supervisor — another 

marker of his shifting style of work. Sharky's business had 

expanded to the point when a supervisor was needed. One day 

Arthur talked explicitly to me about Sharky's recent 

behaviour, noting that Sharky was becoming secretive, 

'closed mouthed.' As Arthur phrased his interpretation of 

Sharky: 'His right hand doesn't know what his left hand's 

doing.' Instead of having access to information from Sharky 

about the amount of work Sharky had 'on,' we had only the 

information that the supervisor gave us. Sharky was no doubt 

managing the information he was giving to the supervisor as 

well -- so that all we could assume we were getting were the 

supervisors lies about Sharky's lies. Privately, to me, 

Arthur reckoned the supervisor was becoming more like Sharky 

every day. 

For the subbies who worked for Sharky, the significance 

of Sharky's refusal to take part in conversations with 

subbies was particularly obvious on Fridays, when it was 

time to get paid. In the past, all the subbies working for 

Sharky had visited his unit to collect their pay after work 

on Friday afternoon. It was at this time that we would often 

arrange to visit a local pub for a few beers together. Now, 

instead of us all going around to 'Sharky's unit,' the 

supervisor would collect our invoices from the sites where 

we were working on Thursday morning and return with our 

cheques sometime on Friday. Sharky was denying us access to 

himself, and himself access to us. All agreements between 
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Sharky and the subbies and all information from Sharky was 

mediated by the supervisor. 

On the few occasions when Sharky did visit his building 

sites, where we were working, he spent little time talking 

to the subbies. On such occasions Sharky was either 

delivering materials, in which case he made a show of 

arriving, unloading his ute quickly and leaving; or else he 

was on site for an inspection with the owner. The most 

acknowledgement we received from Sharky during such visits 

was a quick nod of recognition and perhaps a 'g'day mate.' 

Arthur noted, as did other subbies present, that Sharky was 

not stopping to talk with us all as he had done in the past. 

One afternoon, during a site inspection with the 

owner, Sharky did stop and talk with the subbies. Four 

subbies were struggling to remove a door frame for the 

renovation and Sharky moved quickly to help when the job 

became difficult. After helping to remove the door frame 

Sharky stopped and noted: 'Bloody hell. I'm on site for five 

minutes and you've got me back on the tools again.' With 

this said, Sharky quickly brushed any dirt from his hands 

and was off, to continue the inspection with the owner, and 

to ignore the subbies on site. 

When we were paid on Friday afternoons, we were told 

where Sharky wanted us to work the following week. Until 

Friday afternoon, many subbies had had no idea whether or 

not they even had work to go to on Monday. The lack of 

information about work created uncertainty and considerable 

anxiety for all the subbies then working for Sharky. In 

working only for Sharky, as Arthur and I were, and investing 

all of our time and effort in Sharky's work, we had allowed 
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Arthur's own social connections and network for finding work 

to fall Into disuse. In allowing his social connections and 

network to fall temporarily into disuse, Arthur could not 

hope to generate sufficient work to keep us busy full-time. 

Arthur commented that for us to leave Sharky would be to 

invite poverty for a time, as we would have to invest time 

to re-establish ourselves with others 'in the game.' 

As we continued working for Sharky, Arthur's worries 

about our future employment came to dominate our 

conversations. More and more we talked about our 

predicament: making reasonable wages for our efforts, but 

becoming increasingly dependent upon Sharky for work. The 

longer we stayed working for Sharky, the more difficult it 

would become for us to fill our working days if we left him. 

At the time we were working for 'wages,' calculated on an 

hourly rate, and, while it was regularly noted by the 

supervisor that Sharky would like to get all the subbies 

onto 'prices,' there was no apparent move to do so. Arthur 

started talking about how hard it was to know how much work 

we were expected to complete in a day. He began speculating 

about how much money other subbies might be earning -- he 

said he was worried that we were becoming too 'out of 

touch* with what was happening In 'the building game.' We 

were collecting information from the other subbies we were 

meeting, but our real knowledge was all from one source: 

Sharky. As Arthur grew more worried, he talked of once again 

inserting his advertisement in the local newspaper. When we 

had started working regularly for Sharky, Arthur had removed 

the advertisement, as an unnecessary expense: all our work 
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was coming from Sharky. As he became anxious and worried, 

Arthur began seeing and quoting on the few jobs he received 

calls about. Where we had been 'knocking work back' earlier, 

we now became concerned about having our 'own work on.' 

Arthur began making pointed statements to me about the 

way Sharky was organising his business. Arthur took care 

always to indicate that the statements were only his own 

interpretation of events. Arthur's point, made time and 

again, was that Sharky was 'losing the personal touch'. In 

his refusal to share in the same information network, Sharky 

was not 'treating the blokes at work properly.' For Arthur, 

Sharky's refusal of interaction and information was seen as 

a major organisational problem for Sharky's business. Arthur 

felt his interpretation of Sharky's actions quite vindicated 

when some months later, and after we had ceased to work for 

Sharky, Sharky again found himself working out of his house 

and 'on the tools' as both carpenter and builder. 

In asserting of Sharky that: 'His right hand doesn't 

know what his left hand is doing,' Arthur both identifies 

and judges Sharky's refusal to enter into communication 

about 'the building game' with the subbies on the job. 

Sharky's silence certainly communicates to Arthur, and the 

other subbies Sharky was then using, that no continuity of 

work should be taken for granted. By phrasing this lack of 

communications as an internal problem for Sharky, and 

Sharky's business, Arthur also identifies the social 

difficulty that the failure to speak with his subbies is apt 

to produce: just as it is impossible to co-ordinate yourself 

without a central nervous system to unite the body in 

directed and purposeful action, if there is no one 
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organising the work within a building company it will soon 

become too difficult for a builder to provide reliable 

subcontracting tradesmen when and they are required. 

Communications about money and work among those who make 

their living in 'the building game' do not have to be 

factually accurate; but communications must be maintained 

nonetheless. The refusal to talk with others and so share 

information is seen, by those who work in 'the building 

game,' as worse than merely playing fast and loose with the 

truth. It is a denial of an expected sociability. 

Subbies, Builders and Co—nun1cations 

Subbies treat information from other subbies as lies 

and, at the same time, place value on sharing these lies; 

yet subbies are not entirely dependent upon word of mouth. 

The newspaper also provides a source of information and it 

is read assiduously by almost all subbies and others 'in' 

the building industry. However, the information gleaned from 

the newspaper is devalued because it is so widely shared. 

With knowledge limited by personal experience, subbies must 

make sense of and act on information, much of which is 

perceived as being unreliable. Subbies and builders alike 

recognise that the unreliability of this information is 

produced, in part, by their own shiftiness: by lying and in 

other ways deliberately mis-communicating with each other. 

When subbie lies to subbie, the telling of lies is a 

deliberate hiding of the truth. Being 'shifty' separates and 

isolates subbies from one another, ensuring that no 

individual subbie has a clear-cut competitive advantage over 
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others by making sure that no individual subbie has access 

to complete knowledge of 'the game.' Telling lies, or not 

telling the truth, is, among subbies, a refusal to share 

knowledge of 'the building game.' In maintaining every 

individual's knowledge as his alone, shared only with those 

who were present at the time of the known event, and by 

making information always of questionable accuracy, 

communication in 'the building game' emphasises the 

independence and autonomy of those who earn their living as 

subbies. It is an independence and autonomy based on a lack 

of shared knowledge, produced and reproduced in the everyday 

communicative practices of subbies themselves. Each subbie 

is forced to act on his own individual understanding because 

there is no centrally-controlled or agreed upon truths that 

are shared widely as knowledge in 'the building game.' 

In the communications between subbies and builders, 

both parties work to conceal the facts of their individual 

involvements in 'the building game' from each other. A 

subbie and builder who have worked together both have 

knowledge of that relationship. There is no room to lie 

about or mislead about past work carried out together. 

Instead, builders and subbies lie about future prospects and 

contacts for work. In interactions with builders, subbies 

establish their independence and autonomy by playing down 

any dependence upon the builder for future work and playing 

up contacts with others who may provide work. Builders 

stress the breadth of their communications and hint at 

relationships with other subbies in order to indicate little 

or no dependence upon those subbies present. For a builder 

to refuse to engage In talk about work, as Sharky did, is a 
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refusal to even allow such discourse to take place. Such a 

pattern of communication pushes beyond establishing and 

maintaining autonomy and independence in 'the building game' 

and produces insecurity for everyone involved. 

To work in 'the building game' a subbie must have 

acceptable skills as a tradesman; he must also work to 

remain aware of the shifting economic fortunes of the 

industry. To be successful — and to stay in work — a 

subbie must read the newspaper and he must socially engage 

others in the industry, to at least some degree, in the 

sharing of information. For each subbie, the labour of 

producing some understanding how much 'work around' there 

is, and then turning some portion of this work into 'work 

on' for himself, constitutes the praxis of social 

organisation, activity grounded in the everyday interactions 

of subcontracting in 'the building game.' As Bourdieu might 

put it, subcontracting is about practice and strategy more 

than it is about system and structure (see Bourdieu 1977). 

I have already noted that subbies and others in 'the 

building game' are reticent about engaging in extended 

(meta)commentary about building. Here I have shown that, in 

being 'shifty,' subbies rarely tell the truth about the 

particulars of their work or know the truth of others' work. 

In fact, there is generally a shared recognition that 

'subbies are the biggest liars in the world.' The 

significance of the statement about subbies' lying 

capability is not to be found in its truth value, but in the 

effects on the social organisation of an activity that such 

a perception has when widely shared. The need to be 'shifty' 
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In building entails not just managing your own knowledge and 

information in a certain way but also a strategy for 

interpreting the information available from other sources. 

Subbies must make decisions about the potential meanings and 

uses of any statements they may hear, or make, in the course 

of their work. It is always the individual subbie who must 

act on his own understandings as he engages in 'the chase' 

for both work and money. The understandings of those who 

work in 'the building game' are situational and emergent, 

and, therefore, the understandings of subbies give emphasis 

to the particularityy of events and meanings rather than on 

what can be generalised about the industry. 

The 'chasing' of work and money that a subbie must 

engage in does not produce systematic or comprehensive 

knowledge of 'the building game.' However, the processes of 

engaging in 'the chase' has the potential to increase 

personal knowledge and, by weighing up information that is 

shared, lessening ignorance. Possession of knoweldge or 

information does not, in or of itself, produce a sure thing 

in 'the building game,' but may only provide reasons for 

acting in one way rather than some other. As the 

understandings of building are always the emergent product 

of an individual's effort, even when discussed collectively 

or shared through the newspaper, the atomistic organisation 

of both knowledge and activity is reproduced, making 

"perfect knowledge" an impossibility: subbies share 

information and maintain knowledge as the private business 

of individuals. 

One of the most significant effects of this form of 

information management on the social organisation of 
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building is that the individualism so produced prevents 

subbies from easily organising themselves into a group for 

collective action. Subbies are unable to alter successfully 

the social and economic organisation of the industry in 

which they find themselves working. Subbies remain trapped, 

as subbies, without a collective sense of shared purpose, 

much less the power, to change the way their industry is 

organised. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

'ON THE TOOLS' 

The Organisation of Physical Work 

Now in his mid 40s, the man I call Arthur Daley is a 

bricklayer who calculates that he has spent more than half 

his life working in 'the building game.' Most of this time 

has been spent working in and around Perth, with the odd 

trip to the country trying to make more money. He readily 

identifies himself with with his position in 'the building 

game' — 'I'm a bloody subbie, mate, always have been.' 

During this twenty-four year period he has experienced both 

good times, when lots of work has been available, and bad 

times when, as he puts it, he 'couldn't even buy a job' and 

had to look for work outside the industry. Arthur's 

experience of an interrupted career is not singular. Such a 

pattern of employment, with its interspersed periods of 

unemployment and changes in employment, is common in the 

working lives of those who find themselves employed as 

independent subcontractors. 

One rainy and miserable afternoon, a number of us from 

one job site sat in a local pub, unable to work because of 

the weather. Talk that afternoon centred on the usual set of 

topics: work, money, the builder we were currently working 

for and, more widely, others 'in the game.' As noted 

earlier, subbies from different trades have the ability to 
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"talk by" each other as each trade has its own set of 

technical concerns and terms that are, at the best of times, 

only imperfectly shared by other trades. On this occasion we 

talked of what was shared. After a while, the subbies 

present began telling humorous stories of the various other 

jobs they had each done when there was no work available in 

their respective trades. 

As we drank beer after beer after beer, I heard many 

outrageous stories of bricklayers and carpenters working in 

warehouses, driving buses, working in hotel bars and various 

other occupations. After varied experiences, all those 

present had, of course, returned to 'the building game.' As 

the afternoon wore to a close, Arthur looked around the 

table. He gained the attention of all those present and then 

summarised much of the afternoon's discussion in a few short 

sentences: 

You know, when I was off the tools or working in that 
warehouse, or anything like that, I used to just wait 
for four o'clock to come. The whole day seemed to be so 
long, especially the afternoons. But, you know, when 
you're on the toolsNand working for yourself out there, 
there just aren't enough hours in the day. That's just 
what it's like, isn't it? 

The other subbies at the table nodded or gave verbal assent 

to this sentiment, agreeing that 'Yeah, that's just what 

it's like.' We each picked up our change from the table 

where it had rested while we drank and left to go our 

separate ways. 

Arthur's comments were about work and payment as 

subbies understand them; a demonstration of the commitment 

of many subbies to working long and hard for their money. 

Arthur's summation also gave voice to the pleasure of being 

one's own boss and receiving the monetary reward for long 
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hours worked — when 'there just aren't enough hours in the 

day.' To understand Arthur's claim, and why the claim was 

accepted by those present that afternoon, it is necessary to 

understand what is meant by the two phrases 'on the tools' 

and 'off the tools.' These phrases contain a key for 

understanding work as subbies understand it. 

We would never again drink as this particular group of 

individuals, having come together for the afternoon only 

because we happened to share a job at this particular time. 

And, of course, because we all were willing to drink and 

talk. 

'On' and 'Off the Tools 

The opposition Arthur draws between being 'on the 

tools' and being 'off the tools' is commonplace in 'the 

building game.' The phrases mark a distinction which is 

fundamental to those engaged in building houses in Perth. It 

is not, however, a distinction which merely identifies 

working or being unemployed. 

Having 'work on' is not the same as being 'on the 

tools.' For subbies or builders, being 'on the tools' marks 

a condition which entails not only that they have 'work on' 

but that they are physically engaged in the activity of 

doing that work. Being 'off the tools' is a condition in 

which an individual is not working as a tradesman. Reasons 

for being 'off the tools' can vary enormously and include a 

lack of available work, physical injury, or movement of the 

individual into a purely supervisory position. For those in 

the building game the reason matters little; it is the 
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existential condition that receives emphasis. 'On the tools' 

and 'off the tools' are not equally specific in establishing 

the relationship in question. To be working 'on the tools' 

an individual must necessarily have a job 'on.' However, an 

individual can be 'off the tools' whether or not he has 

'work on,' depending on how his work is being organised at 

the time. In this way, a builder can have 'work on' and yet 

be recognised as being 'off the tools' by supervising the 

job rather than physically working on-site as a tradesman. 

To be either 'on the tools' or 'off the tools' is to be 

connected with the building game. Working 'off the tools' 

has significance for those who work in this industry only 

when it refers to forms of work in the industry. These two 

phrases represent aspects of identity and make questions 

about unemployment and 'off the tools' irrelevant. An 

unemployed tradesman is not normally said to be 'off the 

tools' even though he his obviously not 'on the tools' at 

the time. These phrases constitute relationships between an 

individual and work and not absolute states ofemployment or 

unemployment. The phrases 'on the tools' and 'off the tools' 

are not indicative of particular actions; they denote 

existential conditions. Neither phrase Indicates any 

specific set of tools: the relationship between an 

individual and the tools of his trade, so constituted, is 

generic. 

I have never heard labourers described as being either 

'on' or 'off tools, except, perhaps, when a labourer is 

learning a trade and may spend some time doing the work of a 

tradesman. More commonly, and depending on the size of the 

job and the number of people employed, labourers are either 
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said to be 'labouring' or 'labouring for' a trade or 

tradesman. Idiomatically, in the English language, 

"labouring" has more negative connotations than does 

"working." Similarly, in descriptions of individuals as 

"labourers" or "workers" there are more negative 

connotations associated with "labourers (Firth 1979:179). 

In 'the building game' it is quite common for labourers to 

be teased and referred to as 'slaves,' clearly establishing 

the nature of the relationship between the labourer and the 

tradesman for whom they work. A labourer, such as a 

brickie's labourer, does not bring his own tools to the job 

when he works. The cement mixer, wheel and pack barrows, 

buckets, hoses, shovels and other tools I used during my 

stint with Arthur all belonged to him; the bricklayer, or 

other tradesman, supplies the tools for his labourer. A 

labourer does not have his own tools to be 'on' or 'off.' 

This contrasts with tradesmen who are known by their tools, 

so that it is common to hear talk of tradesmen described 

metonymically by the tools of their trade as 'fast young 

trowels,' when brickies are discussed, or identified as 

'hammer hands' on roofing carpentry teams. 

A subcontracting tradesman owns his own tools and must 

have them available if he is to make his living. A builder 

will allow few of his own tools to be used on a job he is 

not doing himself; such tools have a tendency to disappear. 

A labourer working with a subbie Is dependent upon the 

subbie for tools. It is only as a labourer begins to move 

towards becoming a subbie himself that his tool kit expands. 

Subbies are very careful about borrowing the tools of 
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another subbie. It is never done without asking — often a 

labourer is sent to make the request -- and only when there 

is no way to perform a job without the particular tool. Part 

of being in control of one's own career is an independence 

from others with respect to tools. Labourers are dependent, 

subbies should not be. 

The social differences between subcontracting tradesmen 

and between subbies and labourers are marked through their 

relationships to the tools of their particular trade. 

However, as subbies can all do the work of labourers in 

their trades, and because labourers often become 

subcontracting tradesmen in Perth, there is in 'the building 

game' a shared sense of how work should be performed. 

Working with the Body 

I write here of what has been called "bodily praxis" 

(Jackson 1983), or what Mauss, in another context, 

previously identified as the "techniques du corps" (1979), 

of labouring and working 'on the tools' in the building and 

construction industry. While recognising that there are 

significant task differences between the various trades my 

analysis deals with shared understandings of personal 

experiences. It is through shared understandings of personal 

experiences that grounds or criteria for the appreciation of 

the skill involved in the work of others in the building 

game is possible. 

For Mauss, the notion of "techniques du corps" entailed 

the various ways in which peoples of different cultures 

"know how to use their bodies" (1979:97). In his discussion 

of how bodily comportment varies among the different peoples 
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of the world, he noted that: 

...during the war I was able to make many observations 
on the specificity of techniques, e.g. the technique of 
digging. The English troops I was with did not know how 
to use French spades, which forced us to change 8,000 
spades a division when we relieved a French division 
and vice versa. This plainly shows that a manual knack 
can be learnt only slowly. Every technique properly so 
called has its own form (1979:99). 

It is a concern with the way in which experience and 
expertise in the performance of such "manual knacks" are 

learned and communicate that interests me here. 

In developing such an understanding of how different 

peoples "know how to use their bodies" it is important not 

to reduce bodily comportment merely to a semiotic or verbal 

account. Jackson, drawing on the philosophical analyses of 

Wittgenstein (1953) and Best (1978), and using them to help 

explicate his ethnographic problem set among the Kuranko of 

Sierra Leone, states that: "To treat bodily praxis as 

necessarily being an effect of semiotic causes is to treat 

the body as a diminished version of itself" (1983: 329). 

That is, to reduce any understanding of body movements 

merely to verbal or linguistic communication, as tends to be 

given emphasis in other anthropological accounts of the 

body, such as the papers in the volumes edited by Polhemus 

(1978) or Blacking (1977), is to devalue physical 

experiences of movement at the expense of "purely mental 

operations" (Jackson 1983: 329); it is to deny the "sensuous 

experience" that Marx identifies as connecting the mentalist 

ideas and materialist actions of human social life. 

Bodily praxis constitutes a physical demonstration of 

skill, no matter what its evaluation by others. Skill is not 

necessarily demonstrable in the final products of actions; 
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it is better understood as present in the actions with which 

the job is constructed, while relatively unskilled workmen 

may find it difficult to produce good work, a skilled 

workman can produce a passable job relatively easily, 

particularly when working fast. It is the workman who has 

skill and not the job he produces. 

Such an approach to skill is certainly not radically 

new. In his analysis of "Style, Grace and Information in 

Primitive Art" (1973), Gregory Bateson describes, for his 

own comparative purposes, watching an American craftsman 

work. He reports that he: 

... was watching a very gifted American carpenter-
architect at work on the woodwork of a house he had 
designed. I commented on the sureness and accuracy of 
each step. He said, "Oh, that. That's only like using a 
typewriter. You have to be able to do it without 
thinking" (1973: 148). 

The importance of being able to accomplish such tasks 

"without thinking" is, physically, a necessary attribute of 

skill. To this end, Bateson writes, "the sensations and 

qualities of skill can never be put in words, yet the fact 

of skill is conscious" (Bateson 1973: 138). 

There is a sense of physical skill which can be 

experienced and expressed in the building game, whether the 

individual involved be tradesman or labourer, and this skill 

is publicly available, to one's self and to knowing others, 

through the bodily praxis of performing a job. As I shall 

demonstrate, there exist words for commentary on bodily 

praxis in the building game, but the actions of bodily 

movement are not simply reducible to such linguistic forms. 

Perhaps the best account available of the development 

of this type of skill is David Sudnow's slender monograph 
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describing, at times in minute detail, his experiences 

learning to play jazz on the piano (Sudnow 1978). In this 

account Sudnow takes us step by step through the long 

process as he works and struggles to make first his fingers 

and then his entire body "sing" through the keyboard, slowly 

mastering the sounds produced so that his fingers move to 

the next location without seeming to require conscious 

thought. Throughout the account Sudnow stresses the temporal 

dimension of his experience. Much the same as for the 

carpenter, on whose abilities Bateson reports, one does not 

just sit down and make the sounds of a jazz pianist, the 

body itself must learn, through repetition, to move in the 

right ways if the pianist is to unite body and piano through 

performance in a way that is not conscious, moving 

harmonically from chord progressions to complete songs and 

melodically from simple phrases to lengthy choruses. 

My argument here, then, is that to understand what it 

is for those working in 'the building game' to be physically 

'on the tools,' it is necessary to examine the nature of 

physical experience -- the bodily praxis — as well as the 

semantic domain in which people account for it. What I 

present here is not just a symbolic account of the meanings 

verbally communicated about work, but an account of the way 

such meanings are grounded in the bodily movements through 

which individuals come to understand and appreciate their 

own and others' experiences and expressions of physical 

work. 
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Style, Grace and Physical Work 

in 1954 John o'Grady left the secure future of a career 

as a pharmacist to work, as we commonly say, "with his 

hands". O'Grady was in his 40s at the time and decided that 

if he was ever to experience what it was to do hard physical 

work for a living it had to be then (Hetherington 1960). 

Based on his experiences in 'the building game' in the 

suburbs of Sydney, where he laboured, he produced what 

remains one of the best-selling books ever published in 

Australia: They're a Weird Mob (1957). This story was 

written under the pseudonym of Nino Culotta, and tells the 

story of an Italian journalist sent to Australia by an 

Italian newspaper to write articles describing life in the 

country that was becoming a new home to many Italian 

migrants. 

While the book has been criticised, among other things 

for the way it romanticises the Australian working man 

(McGregor 1966: 22), it does indeed capture the ethos of the 

building game as I know it from my fieldwork. In fact, the 

account of the way Nino learns the proper way to work on a 

building site is unsurpassed. 

Nino's way of getting to know the Australian people is 

to seek work in the country he is to understand, accepting 

the first job he can find. To this end, he quickly finds 

himself working for a builder, as a labourer, even though he 

knows nothing about building work or 'the building game.' At 

work, the first thing that Nino must learn is the correct 

way to work. I quote from two scenes in which Nino and Pat, 

an experienced Australian labourer, are working together to 
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dig out a foundation. The first scene involves Nino's 

incompetence and the second his recognition of how work 

should be accomplished. Nino describes how Pat, his new 

mate: 

...commenced digging between the strings, the butt of 
his cigarette hanging from his lower lip. He was burnt 
nearly black by the sun, and I stood behind him 
admiring the play of his muscles on his lean back. He 
wielded the heavy mattock effortlessly, moving his feet 
forward only when necessary, and without breaking the 
rhythm of his steady strokes. The soil was light in 
colour, and appeared to me to be very hard. I let him 
get two or three metres ahead of me, then began 
shovelling it out as fast as I could. I soon caught up 
with him, and had to wait again. So we went along this 
row of strings, Pat swinging steadily, and I 
alternately shovelling furiously, and waiting. At the 
end of the row he stopped, straightened up and looked 
back. I was close behind him, waiting. He looked at the 
trench, at the soil I had thrown out and at me. He took 
out a box of matches and re-lit his cigarette. Then he 
stepped aside and pointed without words at his last 
digging. Knowing he was watching me, I worked very hard 
and fast, and was soon finished (1957: 36). 

Of importance in this passage are the words used to describe 
the different ways Nino and Pat work. Pat is described as 

working "effortlessly" and with a "steady" rhythm while Nino 

works "fast" and "furiously" only to have to stop and wait 

for Pat. 

After a short break, during which they each enjoy a 

cigarette, Pat advises Nino not to throw dirt into the next 

block, a clear indication that Nino has been too vigorous in 

his labouring. As they return to the job they trade tools so 

that Nino now leads with the mattock and Pat follows, 

shoveling out after him. Nino works in the same furious 

manner on the mattock as he did on the shovel and is soon 

exhausted. When Pat calls for another break and stops work 

Nino notices that Pat has done nothing while he has been 

working very hard. It is during this break that Pat advises 

173 



Nino "not to bust a gut" and to try to work in a different 

way, "steadily" and "effortlessly" like he does. 

As they return to the job, and Nino tries to heed Pat's 

advice, Pat remains on the shovel and Nino on the mattock: 

I took up the mattock again, but worked more slowly. 
I thought maybe if I worked like this, I could go on 
all day. I began to like the feel of the sun on my 
back, and there was not so much of the perspiration in 
my eyes (1957: 39). 

Nino begins to understand what Pat has told him. As he 

continues to work, experiencing the way his body is 

responding to such activity, he gains further insight: 

When I reached the end of the row, I paused for a 
moment to observe Pat. He used the shovel as he used 
the mattock, steadily and smoothly, with what seemed no 
effort. He did not throw the soil with the shovel, as I 
did. He let it turn in his hands, and the soil seemed 
to build itself into a row alongside the trench. He saw 
me watching him, and stopped. He said, 'Okay, she's all 
yours.' He came over and took the mattock. 'Just stay 
behind me an' don' bust yerself.' 

This I did, it was not too hard. Although when we got 
Into the lumpy red soil that Pat said was called clay, 
it was harder. With an occasional pause for a smoke, he 
worked steadily, and I was able to keep up with him 
(1957: 40). 

The steady, efficient pace that Nino learns to work at is 
important in the building game. It is at this pace that 

grace and physical control experienced and demonstrated 

through ease with the work is possible. For Nino, it was not 

just a matter of seeing that Pat worked at a steady pace; it 

was a matter of experiencing the difference with his own 

body, feeling less perspiration in his eyes, feeling he 

might be able to continue all day long. Once this has 

happened for Nino, bodily comportment becomes a matter of 

physically working in a way that is experientially 

satisfying. Nino begins to understand why Pat has been 

working in the way he has and why it should not have angered 

174 



him; Nino begins to see and understand 'the building game' 

from the inside, to understand with his body what it means 

to work well. 

'Campaign Working' 

On one building site where I worked there was a 

carpenter, named Bruce, who led the roofing carpentry team 

and who was in the habit of working exceedingly hard for 

short periods of time. He would rush around for about an 

hour, trying to accomplish as much as possible, and would 

then have to sit down, usually with beads of perspiration on 

his forehead, and have a short break with a cigarette and 

cool drink. When Bruce sat down his partner, Eddie, would 

also sit down and take a break with him. This way of working 

became a subject of much discussion among the other 

tradesmen on the job. One morning, as a couple of us stopped 

together for a short breather, and cigarette for those who 

smoked, I heard another carpenter disparagingly describe 

Bruce as a 'campaign worker.' I had never heard this phrase 

applied to anyone or any way of working before and the 

puzzled expression on my face must have encouraged him to go 

on and spell out what it meant: 

You know, the way he moves and all; it always looks 
like he's really going to get something done but then 
he soon stops. Just like the bloody pollies 
[politicians], I reckon. They promise you heaps when 
they want to get elected and sometimes even look like 
they're going to deliver, for a while. But they soon 
sit back and take it easy. 

On several occasions as we worked on this building site I 

heard other tradesmen on the job offer unsolicited 

comparisons of Bruce's manner of working to that of David, 
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another carpenter on the job. David and Bruce did not work 

together. Bruce was a roofing carpenter and David a fixing 

carpenter and each had his own contract with the builder. 

David worked steadily and methodically all day long, only 

taking breaks for lunch and a cup of tea at morning 'smoko.' 

Virtually all the comparisons reached the same conclusion, 

in David's favour, that 'at the end of the day I figure he's 

probably done as much as Bruce.' No one commented on the 

quality of their respective work, only on the rate at which 

the work was actually performed. 

There is nothing intrinsically wrong with being a 

•campaign worker.' As a way of working, an individual can 

work in short bursts like this and still accomplish quite a 

bit by the end of a day. In 'the building game,' however, 

such a manner of working does seem to occasion negative 

remarks. To work steadily and consistently does not usually 

elicit comment; working this way is recognised, understood 

and appreciated and no remark is considered necessary. 

Although the way Bruce worked was a regular topic of 

discussion for some time on this job, always behind his 

back, I heard no other subbie assert that Bruce should not 

work in any way he chose. Individual tradesmen did, however, 

discuss the likely life expectancy of the partnership 

between Bruce and Eddie as it was obvious to most observers 

that Eddie never really seemed to be quite ready to sit down 

and rest at all the breaks that Bruce required. As a 

'campaign worker' Bruce was working in a manner that posed 

potential difficulties for those who worked around him and 

had to co-ordinate their work with his. 

To decide the tempo by which he wants to organise his 
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own work and breaks is almost entirely a subbie's 

prerogative. He must only satisfy the builder that he is 

doing enough work, well enough and fast enough. On this job 

other tradesmen made comparisons between Bruce's and David's 

output, or at least perceived output, but did not explicitly 

deny him the right to carry on as he was. His style of work 

was not the norm, and perhaps not the most productive, but 

it is for him to choose. Passing private comment on the way 

other tradesmen choose to work, without attempts to change 

them, is typical of interactions between tradesmen in the 

building game where the equality and autonomy of individual 

tradesmen are publicly stressed. 

While, in my experience, 'campaign workers' are not 

commonly encountered, 'campaign working' is a style of work 

which is culturally recognised. There also exists a practice 

which sees some workers 'used up' by overworking them. 

Applying particularly to labourers, who are paid by the day, 

but also to subbies and tradesmen working for wages, this 

phrase indicates relationship in which an individual is 

hired and then worked as long and hard as is possible. The 

more work that an individual can be made to accomplish in 

the quickest time, the more profit there is to be made from 

him. To be 'all used up,' or to be engaged in 'using him 

up,' is to be blatantly involved in exploitation and the 

denial of equality and autonomy. Once an individual has been 

'all used up' he is simply let go and a new bloke, most 

often younger and stronger, found as a replacement. In 'the 

building game' it is common to hear this practice publicly 

spoken of in negative terms and to hear the trades in which 
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the practice is a commonplace identified. 

while a 'campaign worker' chooses to exert himself in 

short bursts, punctuated by periods of rest, an individual 

being 'used up' works as fast as possible for as long as 

possible at someone else's direction. A 'campaign worker' is 

one who chooses for himself to work this way while being 

'used up' is imposed on the worker. It is this imposition on 

an individual which allows for the negative public and open 

comment on this practice in 'the building game.' 

It is important to note that the negative comments made 

by other subcontractors about Bruce's choice to work as a 

'campaign worker' were not addressed to the concerns of what 

other social analysts have identified as "rate busting" or 

the "restriction of output" (Whyte 1955). In many 

occupations where individuals are paid by the piece or job, 

there exist "informal group norms" which limit the amount 

any individual produces. I found no evidence of this among 

subcontractors in 'the building game' although it is true to 

say that there is an expected amount that a subcontracting 

tradesman will accomplish in a day's work. There was no 

indication in any comments that I heard that Bruce was being 

accused of "rate busting" or the "restriction of output" in 

the sociological literature dealing with the tempo of 

productive work (Roy 1952; Collins, Dalton and Roy 1946; 

Cunnison 1966). Simply put, "rate busting" involves working 

harder and producing more in order to make more money. The 

problem with this action is that it is generally perceived 

to end in an overall decrease in prices paid in such piece

work operations and hence a drop in the amount of money 

earned for everyone so employed. Some years ago Tom Lupton 
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argued that "restriction of output" is far more likely "in 

industries where Trade Unions are strong and where they are 

also well organised at a workshop level" (1956:59). Lupton's 

remarks about trade unions identify situations where the 

existence of strong corporate groups can enforce informal 

social norms; this is certainly not the case in the housing 

industry in Perth. There is no panopticon of the factory 

here and certainly no sense of being a corporate group among 

subbies. 

Nino and the Problems of campaign Working 

To return to Nino's first day on the job, it is now 

possible to recognise that he was performing as a 'campaign 

worker' and that this was unacceptable to his new mate Pat. 

Nino performed as a 'campaign worker' because he did not 

know any better and decided to work that way himself; he was 

not compelled to do so. If Nino had "conked out" by 

lunchtime, as Pat suggested he would if he kept working that 

way, it would have left Pat the work of two men to do that 

afternoon, given the way the flow of trades had been 

organised by the builder. To work as a 'campaign worker' in 

the morning is to make the afternoon's work potentially that 

much harder. Furthermore, for a labourer such as Nino to 

work as a 'campaign worker' is to give the impression that 

he is being 'used up' by a builder when it may not be the 

case. For Nino, or any worker, to give the impression of 

being 'used up' on a job is to cast doubt on the work 

practices of every other subbie on the job, and the builder. 

The key to understanding Nino's experience on his first 
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day of work rests in his descriptions of the differing ways 

he and Pat work to accomplish the same tasks. As Nino 

describes the way Pat works, with a steady and regular 

rhythm, and later his own experience as Nino tries working 

in the same way, the important feeling is one of being able 

to keep working for a lengthy period of time. It is an 

efficiency in the expenditure of energy that Nino describes, 

an efficiency that those in the building game work hard to 

attain and maintain. Most of those who work in the building 

game agree that there should be no extra or unnecessary 

movements to tire an individual out without being productive 

and, therefore, a constant search to find the easiest way of 

producing an acceptable job. 

Learning to Labour 

The correct way of using a tool, even one as simple as 

a mattock or shovel, is not given in the tool itself. Both 

Nino and Pat use the same mattock and shovel, but they begin 

by using them in very different ways. The correct way of 

using such an implement' lies not only in holding it somehow 

near the way it was originally designed to be held but also 

the physical action by which it is put to use. This is 

fundamental in the building industry where the use of a 

shovel or mattock involves more than just getting done the 

task for which the tool was designed. It is also a matter of 

performing such tasks with a certain bodily praxis and 

having this praxis subject to evaluation by both the 

performing self and observing others in the building game. 

A carpenter I worked with once explained to me that he 

could teach me all the techniques I needed to know to be a 
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carpenter 'in a couple of days — maybe even in a couple of 

hours.' It is not the complexity of the technical tasks that 

can be performed which makes an individual a tradesman. He 

was quick to advise me that I wouldn't be able to perform 

them as well as he could after only a few days — he was an 

experienced tradesman -- but insisted that I could know 

them. 

You can learn these dead easy, mate, but you wouldn't 
be a chippie (carpenter! though. That only comes from 
doing it over and over again. 

I had already learned how to 'mix mud' as a brickies' 

labourer and certainly understood what he meant by this, 

both in his original statement and his qualification of it. 

He finished our discussion by noting that: 

The hardest part of it all in this game is finding the 
easy way to do a job and avoiding the hard way of doing 
them. And I'll tell you, there's a lot more hard ways 
than easy ones. That's what takes all the time to 
learn. Not how to punch a nail in; any idiot can do 
that. You've got to learn to think like a subbie if 
you're going to make it. 

In 'the building game,' learning to identify the 'easy way' 

from the 'hard ways' takes time. It is learned 

experientially by watching others and doing oneself. 

Learning to read a building site involves being able to 

quickly identify the 'easy way' of performing a job and to 

set the work out accordingly. 

While working as a brickies' labourer I learned to 

accomplish tasks at work in a manner that was acceptable to 

the subbies with whom I worked. During my fieldwork I worked 

as a labourer for several other trades as well as a general 

building labourer. However, this is the activity in 'the 

building game' at which I spent most time and know best. It 
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was only once I knew how to work as a brickies' labourer 

that I realised how those working in the building game 

understood such demanding physical movement. Just as every 

tradesman or labourer learns to evaluate the way others work 

from the way they themselves master their own work, my 

account starts here but extends analytically beyond 

brickies' labourers to include other labourers and 

tradesmen. Arthur Daley, a man who is good with a 

wheelbarrow, skillful with his trowel and a master at 

organising work taught me how to be a brickies' labourer. He 

had started out in 'the building game' in this same way, 

over twenty years earlier. 

When I began work as a brickies' labourer I was told 

several things about the physical work of labouring and the 

social place of the labourer in the building process. 

Speaking as a subbie, Arthur's meaning was clear when he 

stated that 'I reckon a labourer is someone whose money you 

have to make before you make your own.' At times I found 

myself explicitly referred to as a 'slave' and was 'borrowed 

and loaned' without borrower and lender even considering 

gaining my consent. I was a labourer and did what I was told 

to do. As I worked for a while with Arthur and other subbies 

I started to hear another side to this story. I heard 

remarks to the effect that 'a good labourer can make you 

money,' and that 'it takes about six months for someone to 

become a good labourer; you know, to know what to do and how 

to do it.' In these comments were contained not just the 

recognition that a labourer was an expense but also that the 

labourer could in fact help earn. In this there is 

necessarily a time frame: a new and inexperienced labourer 
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is not as productive as an experienced labourer who knows 

what to do and how to do it without being shown. 

In building, the development of skills is identified as 

learning to think. Arthur and the subbies that I have worked 

with are explicit about this. One day, after I had made a 

major stuff up, Arthur had a go at me: 

Just look at you. You keep thinking like a bloody 
labourer. We're subbies here mate and you better learn 
it soon. You've just got to think like a subbie on a 
job like this. It's not good enough to make a dog's 
breakfast of what should be a simple bloody job. 

Later, after he had calmed down, Arthur would joke about the 

episode, telling me 'I've taught you everything you know and 

still you know nothing.' This was to be a phrase I was to 

hear on more than one occasion during my fieldwork. 

When I was accused of 'thinking like a labourer' I was 

found lacking because I was looking at my work as a series 

of unrelated tasks and not paying sufficient attention to 

the more important concern of getting the entire job done. A 

'good labourer' is one who learns to 'think like a subbie.' 

Arthur once told me of a labourer he had working with him 

who could 'read a drawing [plan] as good as any subbie 

around.' In being able to 'read the drawing,' the labourer 

always stayed ahead of the brickies — putting up 

scaffolding where it would be needed and having the bricks 

and mud ready for subbies to move quickly from one part of 

the job to another. Similarly, I have heard subbies say of 

other subbies: 'He's a good brickie but he doesn't think 

like a subbie.' To 'think like a subbie' is to locate 

personal tasks within the context of getting the job as a 

whole completed. This is to think ahead rather than being 
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caught thinking only of a current task. For a subbie to 

'think like a brickie' rather than 'like a subbie' is to be 

good at the trade but not so good at organising the control 

and timing of a job. 'Thinking like a subbie' marks mastery 

of work. 

Learning to Think 

When I started working as a brickies' labourer I was 

handed a shovel and shown how to mix 'mud' - mortar. Part of 

this demonstration involved being told the correct amounts 

of plasticising agent, water, sand and cement to use for a 

'batch.' I was also shown how to tell 'a good mix' from 'a 

bad mix,' and how to 'mix the mud so it's real nice and 

fatty' for the brickies. I easily remembered the quantities. 

Recognition of the difference between 'a good mix' and one 

that was either 'too wet' or 'too dry' was also fairly easy; 

although not always so easy to produce with regularity. To 

learn these things was considered easy by those I was 

working for and they quickly blamed me for deliberately 

•stuffing them around' if I produced a mix that made it 

slower or more difficult for them to lay bricks. 

Another important part of this demonstration involved 

learning the physical manner in which mud was mixed. I was 

not told this. It was left unsaid, physically demonstrated 

in the way Arthur made mud when showing me how to do it. 

Recognising the existence and importance of this bodily 

praxis took me much longer to appreciate and master than did 

mere quantities. Both the mud I mixed and my ungainly manner 

of mixing It received comment while I worked, until I 

had demonstrated that I understood how such work was to be 
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accomplished. 

Even for a task as easy as 'mixing mud,' there are 

several things which must be organised. There is, first of 

all, the relationship between the materials and the mixer. 

To mix a batch of mud requires water, sand, a plasticising 

agent and cement. Positioning the mixer so that it is in the 

best possible location In relation to the other materials is 

an important act. This does not mean that this act is dwelt 

on for any length of time: the decision is made quickly by 

those who are experienced, and is made so that cement, sand, 

water and plasticiser can be loaded easily into the drum of 

the cement mixer, while at the same time they do not foul 

each other, and so access for the wheel barrow is clear. To 

take a long time to make such a decision, as I did when the 

task was first entrusted to me, is construed as a waste of 

time and an indication that the person responsible lacks 

experience or understanding. Until I learnt how to do so 

correctly, I was much abused for the way I placed things. 

To place materials where they can foul each other is to 

invite abuse from a brickie. Not only does fouling waste 

materials, often materials that subbies are paying for, but 

a 'mix' that is full of the hardened drippings of past mixes 

will slow the process of laying bricks, and hence of earning 

money, as the brickie must slow down and use his trowel to 

pick out each offending piece. Arthur's comment in such 

situations was always the same: 'What's the matter, are you 

pissed off with me or something?' If the mix was fouled, 

Arthur's point was that I must have done it deliberately. 

Fouling a 'mix' is a useful weapon for a labourer. Sand and 
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water do not 'go off the way cement does, but to work with 

wet sand makes the labourer's job more difficult, with wet 

sand, less water needs to be added to the mix and this, 

because it cannot be measured, means that the individual 

making the mix needs to pay closer attention to it, it takes 

longer to get the proportions right and more often produces 

a bad mix which makes the brickies' work harder and, in the 

end, the labourer's working life that much worse. 

When I began work as a brickies' labourer, I was shown 

where to place the cement mixer and the necessary materials 

for making 'mud.' After a while I was left to position them 

properly on my own; but my placement was commented on when I 

had not chosen correctly. As I slowly gained competence, and 

began to place things correctly myself, I was told, 'now 

you're starting to think like a bloody subbie, mate.* Soon I 

was no longer checked up on and it was assumed that I was 

doing the right thing. The placing of the mixer and 

materials only became an issue only when a brickie happened 

to see what I had done and could make a case, usually as 

public as possible, that I had not done it right. 

Cement comes in bags which each weigh about one hundred 

pounds and make three to four 'mixes' of 'mud.' The opening 

of these bags is done by slicing into them, in a very 

specific way, with the blade of the shovel. This requires 

good control over the shovel: it has to be angled in just 

the right way so that the bag will split first time and yet 

will not force the contents to spread everywhere. It also 

requires that the person splitting the bag has some 

understanding of the job you are working on and the time of 

day. A bag containing cement consists of a paper covering 
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over an internal plastic membrane which serves to keep 

moisture away from the cement and to stop It going off. A 

bag measures approximately 35cm wide by 50cm long and 10cm 

deep. To open a bag, it is placed where it will be used, as 

flat as possible, and then sliced with quick movement of the 

shovel blade, about 10cm from the end, the width of the bag. 

Then it is further split with the shovel in a line 

approximately 40cm down the centre of its length. With a bag 

opened in this manner, a shovel can easily be inserted right 

into the opening to remove the desired amount of cement, 

always measured by the shovelful, for a mix. Opening a bag 

in this way makes it very easy to remove the contents, but 

also very difficult to pack it up and store it away if all 

the cement is not used. On several occasions I have been 

verbally abused for opening a bag like this when it was near 

the end of the day and only one more mix was required. It 

was, for those I was working with, an indication that I was 

not thinking about what I was doing: 'Listen mate, I know 

you're bloody well not paid to think, but how in hell are 

you going to put a bag away when it's split open like that?' 

Indeed, as Geertz has noted (1973: 360), thinking is a 

public act, equally visible in the esoteric or mundane 

actions of individuals, plowing a field or 'mixing mud.' 

Having organised the placing of the materials required 

for mixing mud, and having them ready, there is also the 

problem of getting them together in the drum of the mixer. 

Handling a shovel in the proper way becomes relevant here, 

both in terms of getting the right amount of material --

sand or cement — on the shovel and getting it from the 
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source-material to the rotating drum. Trying to overload the 

shovel so that fewer trips to the drum have to be made is 

not an advisable procedure. It slows the action down as too 

much care has to be taken not to spill the load. Also, some 

attempt must be made to keep each shovelful approximately 

the same size so that the mix can be measured accurately. 

There is a size of scoop on a shovel which is both 

convenient to lift and which can be thrown accurately into 

the drum from several metres distance rather than having to 

be placed there. To do this successfully it is necessary to 

achieve the correct rhythm such that the action will flow 

smoothly and quickly, allowing you to stand in one spot and 

fill the spinning drum of the mixer without missing. This 

involves mastering just the right handling of the shovel so 

that sand can be picked up and the shovel pointed at its 

target and then letting the forward hand break the toss with 

a slight jerk so that the sand leaves the blade of the 

shovel and the entire load and arcs gracefully through the 

air as one entity into the target. With sand this motion is 

carried out at least twelve times per mix and the flow of 

the movement is apparent from the scooping up of the sand to 

the slight repositioning of the body to toss it to the mixer 

before moving back, all the time moving the body only enough 

to realign with the sand before repeating the entire action 

until finished. What is required is not a great deal of 

physical strength, but rather the ability to control and use 

the right amount of muscle in just the right way. 

In loading cement into the drum, great care must be 

taken not to spill any of it and to get it all into the 

mixer. This requires a much slower action, forced in part by 
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the nature of cement, a fine powder which if tossed about 

like sand would be blown about in the slightest of breezes. 

Not only would this be wasteful, of a material which costs 

much more than sand, but it would make control of the 

consistency of the cement even harder to manage. This means 

that the correct shovelful again has to be judged by eye and 

the overall amount put in judged at the same time because at 

the end the mix usually has to be altered to take account of 

the different size of the shovelfuls. The mix may be made to 

a recipe, but in the end it is the judgement of the maker 

which is responsible for the final product and, as I was to 

learn, a bad mix cannot be explained away by claims to have 

followed the recipe to the letter. 

Even the simple act of adding water to the revolving 

drum during the making of a mix involves a physical 

knowledge that cannot be taught. When I was first shown how 

to mix mud I was shown how to judge the consistency of a mix 

and tell if the mix needed more water. I was told to add 

water in tiny splashes so that it did not ruin the mix and 

end up in a position where I was adding more of each 

material in an attempt to get it right. When first left on 

my own to make the mud I fumbled with the control of the 

four litre tin used for the water as I tried to add the 

necessary water. I regularly found myself standing in the 

wrong place so that as I added the water the mix would move 

with the revolutions of the mixer and spit out mud onto me 

covering my face and front with evidence of my lack of 

control. Adding water to a mix being prepared is not just a 

matter of getting more liquid, in the right amount as 
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measured by eye and knowledge of the amounts already used 

and the conditions of these materials, in the drum. The 

individual must do so in the right way. To fail to do it in 

the right way will not necessarily ruin the completion of 

the job. Brick walls will go up no matter how messy the 

labourer is with some tasks. What this sloppiness and 

inability to control the medium does indicate is that the 

actual performance of the job has not been handled in the 

best possible way. Sloppiness and the lack of physical grace 

do not necessarily affect the amount of money earned; they 

do potentially affect the way others in 'the building game' 

may recognise the amount of physical control over a job and, 

therefore, make judgements about skill and expertise. 

Recognising Skill 

On one fairly large job where I worked, there was 

another labourer, John, employed by the builder, who at 

times also worked 'feeding' the bricklayers. John was 

inexperienced as a brickies' labourer. One afternoon as we 

were working John was sent to mix some mud. I was busy 

stacking bricks at the time, a delicate job on scaffolding, 

when Arthur called out for me to look at John down at the 

mixer. He was busy trying to mix the mud but really only 

succeeding in getting the materials slopped and spread 

everywhere, ending up by carrying each individual shovelful 

of sand jerkily to the drum of the mixer before ungracefully 

lifting it up and tipping it in. 

As John tried to use the shovel in the revolving drum 

to help mix the mud it caught on a spoke and was pulled from 

his hands. For several seconds the shovel too revolved, 
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sticking out of the drum, as John struggled to get his hands 

on it and free it. Arthur was quick to point out that John 

was not so different from myself when I started with him; 

but when John began looking Into the drum to add more water 

to the mix it was almost too much for Arthur. Almost 

doubling over in laughter as John's face and upper body 

became covered in the splashing mud, Arthur moved away for a 

quick cigarette. For several days, after witnessing this 

event, Arthur would rehearse the motions of John staring 

into the moving drum of the mixer, his head moving in time 

with the revolution of the drum and almost entirely 

disappearing inside, followed by the brushing and rubbing 

motions as he imitated John trying to remove the slops and 

succeeding only in spreading them around his clothes and 

face, and providing the overt signs of his lack of skill. 

Such an account could be extended to cover all tasks 

that I learnt to perform while working for brickies but to 

do so would, so to speak, labour the point. It should be 

clear by now: in mixing mud, as in any physical activity, 

the proper way of doing It involves both a cognitive and 

conceptual knowledge of what is required as well as an 

understanding of the bodily praxis and requisite amount of 

physical effort needed to accomplish it. Having the physical 

strength to perform a task is not the same as having the 

skill to perform it properly. Skill resides not in the brute 

strength necessary to do a job but in the physical control 

necessary to do it. 

A full understanding of how to perform a task, even as 

simple as mixing mud or handling a shovel or mattock, cannot 
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be explained to the novice in words alone. Knowledge can 

only come from the physical activity of doing it, learnt no 

matter how slowly by repetition, demonstrated through and 

recognised by bodily praxis. Once this has been attained, 

those in the building industry have the grounds for 

expressing and recognising skill, not in the final product 

but in the actions with which such a product is physically 

constructed. And once an individual can display competence 

at this level it is possible to demonstrate mastery of work 

through the control and organisation of jobs rather than 

merely tasks. 

Doing it 'The Easy Way' and 'The Hard Wav' 

Each trade in the building game has its own specific 

requirements in terms of knowledge necessary to perform a 

job and particular movements and control of the body to 

physically accomplish such work. However, in subbies' 

discussions of work concerns which transcend the specific 

interests of the various trades, one distinction commonly 

made concerning the performance of all work is between 

performing a job 'the easy way* and doing it 'the hard way.' 

For subbies and others in the building game doing things 

'the easy way' is best; to find oneself, or to see someone 

else, doing a job in a way which can be culturally 

represented as 'the hard way,' is to recognise a failure to 

make the best use of physical or material resources. 

Doing a job 'the easy way' necessarily Involves trade-

specific knowledge, so that a brickie will look to make his 

job 'work bricks,' i.e. not require any cutting to fit the 

dimensions of the job, and will privately curse the 
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architect or builder who uses 'odd' measurements. The 

ability to make a job 'work bricks' has to be learned by a 

brickie. Yet all one witnesses if observing him work is 

that he keeps laying bricks without stopping to cut them 

with his hammer and bolster or trowel. This rarely just 

happens on a job but must be worked out and planned by the 

tradesman even though there are available sizes accepted as 

standard in the Industry. Such sizes usually only appear in 

the mass-produced project homes which are designed 

explicitly for quick and easy construction. 

In much of their work, subbies describe their task as 

•always building to someone else's mistakes' in recognition 

that measurements and plans ('drawings') rarely work out 

perfectly in the realm of hard building materials. Knowledge 

developed over a career in a trade is brought to bear on a 

problem and 'the easy way' is sought. Here, variations in 

the skills of various tradesmen are evident, as some find 

'the easy way' more often than others. 'The easy way' does 

not just make the job easier to perform, it also allows for 

the possibility of earning more money as more work is 

accomplished in the same time. Similarly, doing a job 'the 

hard way' usually requires more time, time that does not 

produce more money, and more energy which slows every other 

procedure as the subbie or labourer tires. 

While I laboured for Arthur I used to do one thing that 

annoyed him more than any other. Whenever we were digging 

out footings for concrete supports or moving materials in 

the wheel barrow, or when I was doing it around him, I used 

to wheel the empty barrow up to where it would be filled and 
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put it down. Arthur always told me to turn it around so that 

It would be pointing in the direction I wanted to push it in 

when it was filled. His point was simple, and undoubtedly 

correct, an empty barrow is much easier to turn around than 

a full one. At times he would become so agitated, 

particularly when we were taking turns wheeling the full 

barrow, that he would put down his shovel and turn it around 

himself. It got to the point where I would deliberately 

place the barrow the wrong way around just to annoy him. He 

would enjoy the joke, in an exasperated sort of way, and 

abuse my apparent inability to learn even the simplest of 

things. Once again I would hear 'I've taught you everything 

you know and still you know nothing' while he stopped and 

turned the wheel barrow around himself. Often he would ask, 

rhetorically, 'why do you keep on making everything so 

bloody hard on yourself? Sometimes you just don't think like 

a subbie.' 

Working out which is 'the easy way' is not always a 

simple thing to do. On one job I worked on, the materials 

were piled in the front yard of the house and we were 

building a rear extension. This is common in the building 

game as those who make the deliveries look for 'the easy 

way' in their work and so drop materials where they have the 

easiest access. It does not matter to them that the 

materials are to be used around the back and that the subbie 

will have to pack them, wasting valuable time and energy. 

Subbies do their best to be on site when materials are 

delivered so that they can be placed in the most 

advantageous position for their purposes. 

One job I shared with Arthur was a major renovation of 
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an old home. The entire ground floor of the house was being 

gutted and several new brick walls constructed changing the 

layout of the house. I had to get the mud and bricks from 

the front and side of the house into the Interior where work 

had commenced. To do this I began wheeling them around the 

entire house, over a paved surface that was easy to 

negotiate, and then in through the large open doors at the 

back. After a few trips the brickies began giving me a hard 

time about the route I had chosen, pointing out that it 

would be much quicker and easier for me to come through the 

front door, a trip of about half the distance. As I was 

keeping pace with their needs for materials and not slowing 

them down I was satisfied doing the job the way this way so 

I pointed out that the proposed route would require putting 

together a couple of ramps to overcome steps, doorways and 

the like and that I didn't want to spend my time doing this. 

Arthur pointed out how much time it would save me and how 

much easier it would be and, when I made no movement to 

reorganise my tasks, threw down his trowel — and stopped 

making money -- sticking it into a plank by its point, and 

sent me to get some planks while he worked on the ramps. We 

finished the ramps quickly and, Indeed, it made getting 

materials from the front to where they were working much 

quicker and only slightly more precarious. Having worked 

this out, because he couldn't bear watching me doing it 'the 

hard way,' Arthur went back to work laying bricks and 

earning our money. 

To do a job 'the hard way' is to recognise yourself, or 

have someone else point out, that it could have been done 
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more easily. To do a job 'the easy way' is to organise the 

job so as to make sure that the least amount of time and 

energy are expended while doing the work. Doing a job 'the 

easy way' or 'the hard way' matters not just to the subbie 

who does the job. There is always the worry about what 

others who witness the actual work will make of the way it 

is done. On one occasion when we had made the wrong 

decision, and were clearly struggling with doing a job 'the 

wrong way' a couple of other tradesmen arrived on site to 

have a look at what their portion of the job looked like. As 

Arthur and I struggled on trying to finish the job and 'get 

out of it as fast as possible,' the two subbies stopped and 

watched us work. As they watched, Arthur looked at them and 

announced: 'It's a good thing we like doing things the hard 

way, mate.' The observers laughed and we worked on, 

finishing the job hours later and very tired. 

Not only had we 'stuffed up' our own work but our poor 

performance had been witnessed by others in the game. Over a 

beer in the pub that night, Arthur commented that he had 

found the event embarrassing and that thankfully it hadn't 

happened to him too often, lately. 

No subbie ever finds 'the easy way' to do each job he 

contracts to do; few who continue as subbies for any length 

of time find only 'the hard way.' Insofar as every job is 

unpredictable the most any subbie can do is offer an 

informed guess, on the basis of his own past experience, as 

to how the job should be approached. Once such a guess has 

been made and the subbie, or labourer, embarked on the job 

It is difficult to turn back. Jobs that are begun 'the hard 

way' are usually completed in this way; and, similarly, jobs 
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that are accomplished 'the easy way' are usually started 

this way. Both 'doing it the hard way' and 'doing it the 

easy way' are identified as ways of working by the manner in 

which the final product is produced, and not by the quality 

of the final product itself. 

Conclusions 

Anthropological and sociological studies of work have 

virtually ignored the physical experience of this activity. 

This oversight in the interpretation of work is consonant 

with theoretical developments in other fields of social 

analysis and Bryan Turner has suggested that it is the 

result of the rejection of biological models, metaphors and 

analogies in disciplines such as sociology (1984: 30-59). In 

line with trends in other fields of social analysis in 

recent years, anthropological analysts such as Jackson 

(1983) and Blacking (1985) have begun to question this 

separation in their ethnographic accounts. 

In 'the building game,' as in many other contexts, the 

analysis of physical action is difficult due to the need to 

go beyond merely verbal accounts and commentary. While there 

does exist a commentary on action and understanding in 'the 

building game,' as I have Indicated here, this commentary 

must not be confused with the physical experience or 

substituted for it. I was verbally abused for doing jobs 

•the hard way' and witnessed others receive similar verbal 

abuse, but it is recognised In building that no one can 

master work by being taught the necessary recipe knowledge 

alone; the experience of physical work 'on the tools' is 
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also necessary. 

Anthropologists used to dealing with culture as it is 

learned and communicated through a verbal channel have had 

difficulties in taking the physical experiences of work or 

other actions as serious topics for analysis. However, if we 

treat these bodily experiences as important, the analytical 

task is to find a way of expressing this in language. Here I 

have not tried to reproduce the experience of physically 

working on the page, only to spell out -- a lovely 

linguistic metaphor — some of the ways in which these 

experiences are important for understanding what it means to 

work for those employed 'on the tools' in the building game. 

Mastery in carrying out a particular job — 'thinking 

like a subbie' — need not be communicated to anyone else; 

subbies tend to work in much the same way whether they are 

alone or in company. The bodily praxis is not merely a mode 

of communication to others in the industry, although it is 

entirely true that others do indeed make judgements about 

individuals based on the way they work, but it is, rather, a 

way of working in an industry which emphasises steadiness, 

accuracy and efficiency in the use of materials and human 

effort. 

Working in 'the building game' is about earning a 

living; at least this is how those involved most commonly 

explain their involvement. Yet the importance of 

understanding what it means to be 'on the tools' is that 

even though subbies must use tools, the physical act of 

working with those tools is not determined by the tools. 

There are various ways of working with tools and organising 

jobs. Being 'on the tools,' or 'on the trowel' as brickies 
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often have it, involves not just some act of physical work 

but also the way in which such acts are performed, planned 

and co-ordinated. It is not a separation between what you do 

and the way that you do It, as the old song would have it, 

but rather that doing always Involves a way of doing which 

is neither neutral or culturally unimportant. Skill, 

accumulated over a career, no matter how long or short it 

may be, is publicly available not just in the finished job, 

not just in the talk of a tradesman and not just in the 

actions of working on a job. Skill is only available and 

recognisable when all three of these can be considered 

together. 

The phrase 'on the tools' sums up understandings and 

knowledge of skill in a form through which these experiences 

can be shared. In this way skill is not rarefied; it is a 

part of everyday life, demonstrated in the social action of 

carrying out work, in the cultural categories through which 

work is talked and understood and in the physical actions of 

performing a set of tasks. Tradesmen may talk past each 

other when they talk of their individual trades, but in 

talking of working 'on the tools' they emphasise the shared 

nature of working with their bodies in 'the building game.' 

199 



CHAPTER FIVE 

MATES 

An Embarrassing Lesson 

It was just after 7 am on a cold and overcast winter 

morning In July and I was busy mixing the first batch of mud 

for the day. Working as a brickie's labourer I was 'feeding' 

Arthur and another brickie on a renovation job in the suburb 

of Bicton, south of the river in Perth. Known as 'the Bicton 

job' by virtually all who worked there, it was a large 

project for the builder who had hired us. For the builder, 

the job was worth more than $95,000, and included 

renovations to an existing house as well as erecting a new 

second story. Speculation by Arthur was that with this job 

Sharky, the builder, was making a bid to be involved in a 

new sort of work. He was moving from small additions and 

renovations into the more up-market field of major projects. 

Given the size and complexity of the job, the builder was 

employing numerous trades and subbies, with many of us on 

site at the same time. On one day, for example, there was a 

foreman, with teams of roofing carpenters, electricians, 

plasterboard fixers, brickies and a finishing carpenter and 

plasterer all on site together. It was, at times, a very 

busy and crowded building site. 

I threw the last measure of wet yellow sand into the 

revolving bowl of the mixer and reached for the water tin. 
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Terry, a plasterer I had encountered on several other jobs, 

appeared with his tools loaded in his wheelbarrow. We had 

been working beside each other on the Bicton job for about 

two weeks and, as I thought, had been getting along very 

well. Smiling, I waved to him and called out, 'Good morning, 

Terry.' From his response it was immediately obvious that I 

had made a mistake. He let go of the handles of his 

wheelbarrow at once, grimaced at me and then, holding his 

arms outstretched, looked heavenwards and pronounced in 

serious tones, 'It's never, never a "Good morning," Phil. 

It's always "G'day, mate." Alright?' Abashed, I quickly 

assured him that I understood. After a hurried 'G'day 

mate,' and with a speedy look around to see if my 

embarrassment had been witnessed, I went on with the task at 

hand, not looking up again until Terry was well and truly 

away from me and my materials. The site for the Bicton job 

was large and I could avoid Terry for the rest of the day. 

At the time I knew that Terry had remarked something of 

importance. It was in the contemplation of my own 

embarrassment that the significance of Terry's message 

became clear. My salutation had not been in any way 

untowards. It was the form that the message took that led 

Terry to correct me. I had initiated our exchange as a 

Canadian; Terry insisted on Australian practice. In his 

brief excursion into and out of metacommentary, Terry 

demonstrated the culturally acceptable way to frame the 

message of friendliness that I had communicated to him. 

Having done this in a matter of a mere twelve words, 

enunciated in equally few seconds, Terry returned to the 

everyday activity of work leaving me to sort out the meaning 
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and importance of his message. This was no account of 

Australian egalltarianlsm and its archetypal ethic of 

"mateship" delivered in the abstract; what Terry offered was 

a simple and practical account of the importance of being 

'mates' in building. 

Mates and Mateship 

In this chapter I present an account of how subbies 

actively construct their social relationships with the 

others they meet in the course of performing their work. In 

an Industry where jobs are routinely distributed on the 

basis of competitive quotes for which tradesmen compete as 

independent self-employed subbies, and in which the timing 

or sequencing of the trades on site is negotiated by all 

parties concerned, workers often do not know in advance 

which other trades or tradesmen they will find themselves 

working next to on a building site. A team of roofing 

carpenters will know each other but often will not have met 

the plasterers who may be on site with them. Even when they 

have previously encountered the other subbies they find 

themselves working alongside, the nature of any previous 

interaction cannot be assumed to have been amicable nor can 

the subbies be expected to know that much about each other. 

The emphasis in building is on maintaining wide and 

extensive personal contacts with others, not on knowing 

these others intensively. To know someone intensively in 

this industry is to work with them for some time. Intensive 

knowledge of another is always time-bound, in that any 

relationship lasts only for a limited time. 
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There exists a pragmatic emphasis on the importance of 

co-operation between those who work on a building site. 

Overt conflict is not common and is publicly discouraged 

while the recognition of the value of the ability to get 

along with others is often stressed. Without having 

previously encountered everyone he will meet at work on any 

particular day, a subbie is regularly faced with the 

necessity to co-operate with any others he meets. These are 

not the "traffic" relations examined by Hannerz (1980) in 

his programmatic account of how to approach and understand 

urban life. His traffic relations were between people in the 

city who found it necessary to take account of each other's 

presence while at the same time avoiding acknowledging one 

another. Examples of traffic relations include collections 

of individuals who for a brief time find themselves sharing 

an elevator or those who when walking must take care to 

organise their paths individually, but always in relation to 

the others sharing the footpath, if they are to avoid a 

collision. Workers on building sites may not know each 

other, but they must acknowledge each other's presence. 

Relationships in this industry are not strictly speaking 

traffic relations in that subbies do not take account of 

others on site to avoid them because they must engage them 

on the job to co-ordinate their activities. 

In this industry, the social relationship of being 

•mates' constitutes what, from a different work of Ulf 

Hannerz (1969), I identify here as an "interaction idiom": a 

standardised way of organising and understanding experiences 

and social relationships which is identifiable by the use of 

specific words and phrases and is associated with recurrent 
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patterns of social interaction. An interaction idiom 

provides cultural guidelines about how social relationships 

can be understood, the way the interacting parties can 

choose to define their relationship to one another. In 

building, the most socially significant interaction idiom 

employed is that of 'mates'. 

Interacting as 'mates' is complex business in 'the 

building game.' There are various ways of construing what it 

is to call or be called 'mate' rather than a single mode of 

interaction constituted by this idiom. Precisely what is 

constituted in the interaction idiom of 'mates' is not 

clearly defined because it must be interpreted by the 

individuals interacting on any given occasion. Just as, in 

Terry's view, I failed to evoke the idiom correctly, it is 

possible for others to misconstrue the contextual meaning of 

the idiom. 

To identify a social relationship as being 'mates' with 

someone is to assert an essential similarity between the 

parties. But given that both parties will individually 

understand the meaning of the assertion, the precise nature 

of the similarity is always left open to interpretation. 

This chapter is an account of the modalities encompassed by 

the interaction idiom of 'mates' as it is used in building. 

It is an analysis of the various social uses of the term 

'mate' in building and not an attempt to produce a static, 

dictionary-like definition. The numerous dictionaries and 

other accounts of "the Australian language" are useful in 

this task but they lack sufficient contextualisation in 

their definitions. They constitute what is "Australian" by 
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ignoring the diverse local practices which produce this 

national institution. An excellent ethnographic account 

demonstrating the need to deal with the diversity, 

differences and conflicts which underlay an apparently 

socially and culturally homogeneous community is Cohen's 

recent work on Whalsay (1987). Throughout his "thick 

description" of life on Whalsay, Cohen stresses how people 

use the same symbols without necessarily sharing the same 

meanings. 

It is now common to celebrate "the death of mateship" 

or "the myth of mateship" in both popular and academic 

literatures purporting to offer realistic accounts of 

Australian social order (see Arndt 1986). We are shown that 

Australia is. "in fact," an economically stratified society 

replete with hierarchical inequalities. Volumes with titles 

such as Ruling Class, Ruling Culture (Connell 1977) and 

Class and Inequality in Australia (Hiller 1981) offer ample 

evidence of this demystifying trend. However, I report that 

having and being 'mates' thrives among those who earn their 

living by building. To clarify this, I make one essential 

qualification: "mateship" appears in the discourse on 

Australian society as a reflective and literary 

construction. The writings of "mateship" make the practice 

of being 'mates' appear far too monolithic; they turn an 

unselfconscious everyday symbolic practice, in all its 

varied local manifestations and meanings, into a single 

cultural institution represented as being pan-Australian. 

The ethic of "mateship," as constructed in the literary 

accounts of Henry Lawson and others around the turn of the 

century, establishes the grounds for the continuity of what 
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is often represented as a particularly Australian identity 

and pattern of social relations. The supposed existence of 

this ethic of "mateship" also allows mourning for the 

passing of an earlier golden age. Mateship, then, is seen as 

particularly significant in the production of a uniquely 

Australian identity by such authors as Russell Ward in his 

analysis of The Australian Legend (1958) and Carroll's 

account of "Mateship and Egalitarianism" (1982:144-45). 

Mateship, in short, becomes something of a "bush religion" 

with its analysts striving to "abstract its ethic" while 

avoiding questions of "its worldly correlations" (Shaw 

1953:268). Even those who may recognise the social 

complexity glossed in "mateship," as when Bernard Smith 

notes that "Mateship was an ethics of situation..." 

(1980:14), do not seem to be able to cope with use rather 

than institution. In treating "mateship" as a culturally 

structured set of understandings -- an ethics -- instead of 

as a set of social practices, the nature of current 

relationships fashioned in the idiom of being 'mates' are at 

best diminished or, worse, ignored. 

Australian historian Manning Clark demonstrated an 

early sensitivity to this issue in his "Letter to Tom 

Collins" on the subject of 'mates' (1943). Collins, a 

contemporary of Lawson and author of a number of Australian 

novels including the classic Such is Life., was one of the 

literary producers of "the myth of mateship." Under the 

title of "Mateship" Clark does not once use this literary 

construction. Instead, he writes wistfully of "being mates" 

and "mateyness." Clark's brief letter is indicative of the 
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sense of loss or mourning felt for the idealised 

representations of the transformation of Australian society 

as emphasis shifted from the bush to the city, and the loss 

of "mateyness" that has supposedly followed. "Mateyness" has 

only apparently declined. Looking at the literary accounts 

which established this monolithic structure, it is clear 

that the ethic was not nearly as pervasive as many authors 

suggest. Society, for example, was never a society of 

equals. Indeed, one of the classic quotes about the 

egalitarian nature of Australian "mateship" Is that "Jack is 

as good as his master, or even better" (Dempsey 1982:131; 

Ward 1958). Similarly, 'mates' were never 'mates' for life; 

they were 'mates' only in some situations and only for 

periods of time. Relationships were made and broken then 

much as they are now among subbies in 'the building game.' 

For the most part, subbies do not engage in reflective 

discourse about the nature of their relationships with 

others involved in building. There is no extended discourse 

on "mateship." However, in the everyday greetings and leave-

takings of social life, subbies commonly interact with and 

know others simply as 'mates.' Only once during my fieldwork 

did I encounter "mateship" explicitly in this guise and that 

In an interview conducted with a builder who had left the 

industry some years earlier, after a messy bankruptcy. At 

times groping for words, he tried to explain in general 

terms something of the way things were done in this 

industry, finally stating that 'you try and establish a bit 

of a "mateship" with the bloke, you know.' He used this 

formulation the one time only and used it not in practice 

but in an attempt to offer a reasoned and systematic account 
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of what had happened. He used "mateship" when engaging in 

metacommentary about how things are done in 'the building 

game,' not in the practice of working in the industry. In 

building there is truly little "mateship;" there is, 

however, an abundance of 'mates.' 

It is significant, I think, that this interview took 

place one afternoon in University House, the staff club at 

the University of Western Australia. Our talk was reflexive 

and selfconsciously about building; we interacted as 

discussants of, not as participants in, the everyday life of 

building. It was more of an exercise in "experience-

distant" metacommentary about building practices rather than 

the "experience-near" commentary of active participation in 

building. The difference between "experience-near" and 

"experience-distant" concepts was introduced into 

anthropological discourse, from psychiatry, by Clifford 

Geertz (1983:57-58). Geertz uses this distinction to mark 

the difference between concepts as the participants know 

them, "experience-near," and the way these lived concepts 

are transformed into less recognisable forms in the 

construction of "experience-distant" analytical discourse of 

any discipline. 

Among subbies engaged in the work of building, the 

nature of their social interactions is rarely commented on 

in any significant detail. When social relationships are 

remarked, more common Is the short concrete and pithy note 

about my actions as provided by Terry. In comments such as 

Terry's, the performance of such small social acts as 

greetings and leave-takings is made important. The 
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importance of such mundane acts is due to the 

metacommunicative potential of such performances to help 

make understandable the interactions that are taking place. 

Sorts of Subbies 

There are many ways to identify social differences 

between those involved in building. In terms of the 

instrumental activities of workers engaged in building, 

tradesmen are recognised as being different from other 

skilled workers who have no recognised trade, such as those 

who work at brick paving -- 'it's a skill, I guess; but it 

isn't really a trade, you know' — and both of these are 

distinct from builders, labourers and the blokes that 

deliver materials. Even among tradesmen all are not the same 

as, for example, brickies are different from plasterers and 

electricians in terms of the types of expertise held. 

No perduring social bonds hold subcontracting tradesmen 

together as a group. In conversation they can be, and 

regularly are, scathing about other trades, so that brickies 

and chippies do not easily 'get on' with each other. This 

is, I suspect, due in part to the fact that both these 

trades are involved in the construction of structures and 

that the use of one of these trades diminishes the need for 

the other. When dealing with the materials of the other both 

of these trades often appear inept. I have heard brickies 

complain of chippies that 'they just don't know bricks.' On 

one occasion I accompanied Arthur to purchase some timber 

needed for a job we were working on. On arriving at the 

supplier, Arthur quickly identified himself to the attending 

clerk as a brickie who didn't know anything about timber, as 
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though his boots and clothes spattered with old mud had not 

already marked him as a brickie -- an outsider -- and not a 

chippie. Throughout the transaction Arthur deferred on the 

most trivial matters to the attending clerk. I have also 

been party to discussions between chippies and brickies in 

which the work of other tradesmen was ridiculed. These other 

tradesmen come in either before or after the main structure 

of the building has been erected and do their work, without 

demonstrating sufficient concern with maintaining the 

•square' or accurate dimensions of the building. The common 

complaint of brickies and chippies alike is phrased to 

indicate that tradesmen such as electricians and plumbers 

'just don't build. They have no bloody idea about keeping 

things square. ' 

For a while Arthur and I were involved in just doing 

the brickwork on small additions and renovations. As work 

started to slow down we added to our work repertoire by 

occasionally doing some clearing up on sites where we had 

finished. This work is usually carried out by general 

labourers working for the builder. I found myself 'washing 

brickwork' with a weak acid solution used to clean the 

excess mud off the bricks when the job was finished, not the 

work of a recognised trade but usually carried out by a 

subbie, and spreading the remaining sand as top dressing 

over the owner's lawn. I accepted this work as an 

interesting diversion from my usual tasks as a brickie's 

labourer but Arthur was not happy. He started to curse the 

tradesmen who had preceded us on the jobs: 

I'm a tradesman and here I am cleaning up after another 
bloody tradesman. It's not right I tell you. They 
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should be cleaning up after themselves. Look at this 
bloody mess [pointing to the rubbish left by a 
plasterer]. He's a bloody tradesman and I'm a bloody 
tradesman. We do different things but we're both just 
tradesmen. 

Arthur's assertion identifies both similarities and 

differences between himself and the plasterer. The essential 

similarity of all tradesmen is clearly enunciated. The 

instrumental, and differentiating, tasks performed by the 

various tradesmen on site are played down while the 

essential equality of all tradesmen is made prominent. 

Although he does not make it explicit, Arthur's concern here 

is only for his own work. Working as a labourer, I could be 

expected to do just about any menial task on a building 

site. For me to be washing bricks or clearing up after a 

plasterer was not upsetting. For Arthur it was to be acting 

as less than a proper tradesman could or should be expected 

to act. As one would expect in building, Arthur's concern 

was for himself alone and not for us as a team. 

When Arthur made his claim to me, and not to the 

builder we were then working for, or to any other tradesmen, 

he asserted the existence of a similarity between all 

tradesmen. At the same time, his comments reveal that there 

is a difference between tradesmen and others on building 

sites; the difficulty Arthur is experiencing is not mine as 

a labourer, or anyone else's who is not a tradesman. Even 

further, Arthur's claim about what he should be doing as a 

tradesman asserts a similarity that is without any bonds of 

solidarity. Subcontracting tradesmen do not band together in 

this business to stand up for the rights of their kind. 

Claims of similarity or difference may be made categorically 

but do not lead to collective action to change the 
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situation. An individual's particular situation is a matter 

for the Individual to sort out the best way he sees fit. For 

Arthur, this was to complain to me and to keep doing the 

work because it was 'paying the bills.' 

The social relationship of being 'mates' transcends all 

instrumental similarities and differences in building. 

Couched in what is a distinctly Australian idiom, 'mates' 

does not just render others categorically or instrumentally 

knowable, being 'mates' constitutes a generally understood 

Australian pattern for potential social interaction. 

Mates and Egalltarianlsm 

On building sites there are numerous ways of marking 

social differences and similarities among those present. 

However, by far the majority of social interactions in 

building are carried out in what I identify as an 

interaction idiom of being 'mates.' In this industry anyone 

can be, and often is, called a 'mate' -- until some reason 

for not doing so becomes apparent. 'Mate' appears in both 

terms of address to others present and with reference to 

others not present. 

When Terry chastised me about the form of my greeting 

his criticism was expressed in a relatively mild fashion; 

his meaning, however, was emphatic. Terry is a tradesman and 

I am a labourer; but if we are to be 'mates' my message must 

be communicated in an acceptable manner. Calling each other 

•mate' provides a way of making our social relationship 

understandable. Among other things, this interaction idiom 

can be used to give social and cultural emphasis to the 
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similarity and equality of the participants. To be 'mates' 

with someone in building is to enter into a reciprocal 

relationship in which both individuals are, as long as the 

relationship is so constituted, equal. If I am your 'mate' 

then you are mine. There is a symmetry in such relationships 

which allows any sense of hierarchy to be backgrounded. 

The phrases one hears and learns to use with great 

regularity in 'the building game' include, for example, 

•good on ya mate', 'thanks mate', 'you alright mate?' and 

'catch ya later mate.' 'Mate,' it appears, is tagged on to 

some phrase in every encounter in an unreflective fashion 

more than to accomplish some recognised purpose. As Terry 

noted, the importance of the idiom is easily recognised, 

particularly in its absence. Not to use the idiom of being 

•mates' can be seen by others as creating a problem for 

understanding a particular interaction. When virtually every 

social interaction in building is cast in this idiom, those 

interactions in which this idiom is not used raise questions 

as to why it is not used. 

Relationships on building sites may at times be cast in 

terms of inequality and hierarchy but they may also be cast 

as relationships of equality and similarity. To see a 

builder as 'boss' and 'the bloke that pays the bills' is one 

way that a relationship can be represented; on the other 

hand, and this is much more common, relationships can also 

be constituted in a way which stresses an essential equality 

between those on site. In building, this is most commonly 

accomplished in the interaction idiom of 'mates.' 

Relationships between those on a building site are not given 

in advance, they are produced, managed and sustained or not 
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in the social interactions of the individuals involved. 

It Is true that there is commonly a builder and the 

subbies whom he hires. However, any difference in 

relationship to the job, such as that between subbie and 

builder, is not necessarily of central importance. A builder 

can assert his claim for control over a job and proclaim his 

right to be 'boss' by issuing orders and expecting others to 

obey. One of the features which is characteristic of 

subcontracting in building is that such claims are not 

always recognised in the way a builder desires. While claims 

to the existence of a hierarchical organisation of 

relationships are possible in this industry, they are 

difficult to maintain for any length of time. This is due to 

the labile social organisation of subcontracting. As all 

relationships in this industry are made and broken with ease 

and regularity, such a claim is often answered with the 

ending of the association. As I have noted earlier, the 

tempo of sociation in this industry is rapid. 

Sharky was a small builder struggling to turn his 

business into something more when Arthur and I first began 

working form him. Sharky had himself only recently stopped 

working 'on the tools' and now tried to confine himself to 

running the business. No longer operating from his own home, 

as he had done for about seventeen years, Sharky now worked 

out of a rented industrial shop known to us simply as 

•Sharky's unit.' Here he had a full-time receptionist, an 

office for himself and a large room to store building 

materials. The business had previously been run from his own 

house, with his wife answering the telephone when Sharky was 
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out on a job. Operating from home like this is how most 

small builders organise their businesses. Every subbie I met 

working for Sharky commented in some way on the costs of 

these overheads — 'I just don't know. He's got to make an 

awful lot of money before taking any of it home.' The 

subbies were concerned that Sharky would price himself, and 

themselves, out of work by trying to cost for these 

overheads in his quotes. If Sharky didn't get work the 

subbies would have to look elsewhere, each on his own. 

When Arthur and I began working for Sharky, he would 

make regular appearances on the building sites and 

personally organise the necessary materials for us. On such 

occasions he would arrive with a 'G'day mate, how's it 

going' and then sit and talk with us about the job. He was 

full of ideas about getting over work that was difficult 

'I've seen that many of them, mate' — and would pitch in 

and help us if we needed aid when he was there. We even 

started to drink with him a couple of nights a week, a 

significant activity in building. We were, in these 

interactions, 'mates.' 

Over the next couple of months many things changed. 

Sharky started to hunt for more and more work and began 

spending more time in the unit and less visiting the job 

sites. He even hired a supervisor to mediate between himself 

and the subbies working for him. Where we had always seen 

him on Friday afternoon, to get paid and usually to drink a 

few beers, the supervisor now started bringing our cheques 

to us on site. We saw less and less of Sharky. No longer did 

Sharky ask us about doing the next job and tell us what was 

coming up in the near future; all this was left to the 
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supervisor who showed no real interest in spending any more 

time on the building sites than was necessary. Even the 

supervisor became just a supervisor rather than a working 

chippie, spending his time moving from site to site and 

sorting out problems with materials rather than actually 

being involved in the physical act of building. 

Sharky still occasionally appeared on site, now usually 

only for a conference with the owner. When he did, the 

subbies present paid considerable attention to his demeanor. 

All the subbies on site would make sure that Sharky saw 

them, making the appearance of working in as natural a 

manner as possible. I have witnessed jobs where every subbie 

on site deliberately moved onto parts of the job which were 

more visibly accessible, so that Sharky could see them and 

so that they could see him. On those rare occasions when 

Sharky did arrive on site, much attention was paid his 

choice of who he spoke to and the length of the 

conversations. While Sharky was there 'to put on a show for 

the owner,' the subbies were also interested in the nature 

of the show. When Sharky walked past those working on site 

and dealt only with the owner, bad feelings were generated. 

Sharky was no longer keeping the blokes informed about work 

he had 'on.' 

On one occasion when Sharky had left the site after 

ignoring all the subbies, Arthur spoke quietly to me: 

Look at that. He [Sharky] is losing the common touch, 
you know. He's not being one of the blokes any more and 
it's gonna hurt him because no one will want to do 
anything extra for him. All he has to do is stop and 
talk with a few people and things could be alright. 

Sharky was identifying himself as the builder and not as one 
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of 'the blokes' or working men. No longer did he greet us 

with a 'G'day mate, how's it going, alright?' Instead, we 

received little in the way of recognition from him. I 

noticed that the subbies on site stopped initiating 

conversations with Sharky, leaving the initiative to him. 

The subbies thus treated the relationship between themselves 

and Sharky as one that was to be defined by Sharky. At the 

same time, Sharky received less and less goodwill from the 

subbies. Blokes no longer did 'the right thing by him' 

because Sharky was 'a good bloke.' Instead, the subbies 

began striving to get by with an acceptable job. As one 

carpenter explained to me, 'Rough enough is good enough. An 

acceptable job is one you get paid for, nothing more.' The 

subbies recognised that Sharky was becoming more and more 

distant both from them and the work. They noted, too, that 

the supervisor Sharky employed to oversee the work of 

subbies did not have the same commitment to producing 

quality work as Sharky had had. The quality of the work was 

not as high as it had been in the days when Sharky was on 

site working alongside the blokes. 

As Sharky became more and more distant, instead of the 

waving and singing out of 'G'day Sharky' when he appeared, 

we were silent and watchful, letting him make the overtures 

for any interaction. For those subbies who were not well 

acquainted with Sharky this meant that they never really did 

get acquainted. For those of us who had once been his 

•mates,' it meant that we gave up to Sharky the power to 

define our relationship with him. We did not give up the 

power to build that relationship into the quality of work we 

were producing in his name. 
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On building sites there is no perduring order of social 

relationships. When work is scarce, the builder may have 

more to say in defining the mode of interaction; when work 

is plentiful, subbies may have the greater say as builders 

allow relationships to be constituted In the idiom of 

'mates' in order to 'keep the subbies sweet' and get the 

work done according to schedule. As the relative balance of 

power between builders and subbies shifts and moves and is 

always in flux, no individual or category becomes absolutely 

dominant in any socially significant way. Indeed, insofar as 

power is always constituted as a ratio (Foucault 1982:221), 

it is common in building to work to keep the resultant of 

the ratio near to one. There tends to be a process of 

accommodation concerning the existence of this power, as 

subbies, builders and others work to ameliorate excesses. 

Workers on building sites use 'mate' as a term of 

reference and address among themselves in virtually every 

interaction. Being 'mates' with those in building provides 

an interaction idiom for constituting and reconstituting 

relationships and patterns of interaction. The 

identification of yourself and another as 'mates' is an act 

of incorporation. It asserts a shared identity, even if only 

for the moment in this industry, and a commitment, however 

momentary, to the same purpose. In uniting individuals in a 

common category it is likeness that is stressed over any 

potential differences. It is a bond of similarity that is 

created and there is nothing but asserted similarity to bind 

or hold those constituted as being the same together. There 

is little perduring solidarity produced in categorical 
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incorporations such as this. 

This use of idiom of being 'mates' establishes the 

potential for equality among those involved and in so doing 

establishes the possibility for co-operation among 

individuals who are autonomous and independent workers in 

this industry. In this way the potential inequalities of 

hierarchical relationships which cannot be sustained over 

any lengthy period of time are culturally backgrounded in 

favour of an interaction idiom which promotes co-operation 

and the lessening of overt conflict. While co-operation is 

promoted there is little solidarity produced by this 

categorical act of incorporation as such solidarity would 

detract from or undermine the independence and autonomy of 

individuals. 

Helping Out Your Mates 

If there is little social solidarity amongst those 

engaged in building, there is considerable recognition of 

the importance of co-operation amongst those involved. 

Indeed, this is one of the central concerns of subbies and 

others who find themselves sharing building sites. Subbies 

are concerned about their reputation for being able to 'get 

along with others.' A subbie who is seen as not being able 

to get along with other subbies on a building site is a 

potential liability and will usually be avoided by a 

builder. To discuss the notion of 'getting along' with 

others is to focus attention on the social processes for 

generating co-operation and the various ways in which this 

affects the work of building. 

Co-operation is indeed necessary on building sites, 
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where tradesmen have to work together rather than work 

against each other in order to produce the product. However, 

inherent in the notion of co-operation is the notion of 

conflict. Writing of a different ethnographic context, 

Goodenough has noted that, analytically, co-operation is a 

non-problem unless the conflict of interest between those 

co-operating Is identified and noted: "Fundamental to the 

problem of cooperation is some kind of conflict of interest" 

(1963:35). I have already identified the nature of the 

conflict of interests among those working in the building 

industry, in which each individual is responsible for 

looking after his own interests. Here I want to turn 

attention to the way these conflicts of interest are dealt 

with in everyday interaction and managed in ways that allow 

the work of building to be carried out smoothly. 

It was late one afternoon, well after our usual 

quitting time of 4:30 pm, and Arthur and I were still 

working hard to finish off a piece of work on the Bicton 

job. As Arthur was putting the final touches on the day's 

work, I began to do the 'washing out' of the mixer and 

barrow and to get everything put away so that we could leave 

as soon as he was finished. In the middle of collecting the 

tools from around the site there was a quiet beep from a 

horn. The aluminium windows and doors for the job had 

arrived on site. The delivery bloke was late — he too was 

working a long day — and Arthur and I both responded to his 

call, 'G'day mate. How's it going? Putting in a long one, 

are ya?' 

On the back of his flat-bed truck were all the windows 
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and doors for this two story renovation. The bloke was happy 

to see us. As Arthur signed for the delivery I began to 

loosen the ropes that held the aluminium materials on the 

truck. Arthur and I spent almost twenty-five minutes helping 

the bloke unload and stack the materials before he left us 

with a 'Good on ya, mate' and 'I'll se ya later, mate.' Once 

this job of unloading materials was done, Arthur and I 

returned to our unfinished earlier tasks. It was some twenty 

minutes later that we finally finished up and left for the 

pub. I had never previously met the delivery man on any job 

and was never to see him again. When I questioned Arthur 

about the fellow he said that he too had never met him 

before. 

This encounter between subbies on site and the person 

making the delivery is important because it is typical of 

interactions in building. While no two interactions are ever 

the same, at least in subbies' representations of them, 

similar sorts of scenes take place on building sites in and 

around Perth every day. What is typical of this encounter is 

the offering and accepting of help as a matter of course. 

Arthur and I freely gave of our time, and hence money, to a 

bloke we had never before met. We did it as 'mates,' and it 

was accepted in the same idiom, not because we owed it to 

the bloke or were obliged to do so but because he was a 

'mate,' trying to make a living just like us. 

The companies supplying materials can, of course, 

exploit this way of doing business. They have no need to 

supply an adequate supply of labour for delivery when such 

a supply can be found free of charge on a building site. Had 

Arthur and I not been there that evening I don't think the 
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delivery could have been made. As it was, It took the three 

of us twenty minutes to struggle the materials down off the 

truck and into a safe place. Without this three-way effort 

the job would have been difficult at best and more likely 

impossible. 

On another occasion Arthur and I were working on a 

small addition when the roofing carpenter arrived on site to 

check the job out. It would be several days before it would 

be ready for him but he wanted to see what it was looking 

like. Arthur and I had never met him before and we stood 

around and talked for about twenty minutes. Then, as Arthur 

and I returned to work, the carpenter noticed that part of 

the old roof needed to be removed for us to finish the 

brickwork. He quickly sorted out a ladder and was up it 

fixing the problem we would otherwise encounter. As Arthur 

thanked him, with a quick and easy 'Good on ya mate,' the 

carpenter responded with 'No worries mate. I reckon it 

should have been done for you by someone else.' With this 

done, the interaction ended and the carpenter was off to the 

pub for the rest of the afternoon. 

The carpenter gave freely of his time to make our job 

easier. The problem he sorted out for us could have equally 

been solved by Arthur and myself -- only slightly slower 

than the carpenter managed it. The carpenter did not act 

solely out of self-interest: fixing the roof the way he did 

was not going to ensure that we would make his job any 

easier in the future. It was not the case that Arthur and I 

were going to create problems for him if he didn't step in 

and do the work. Nor was it the case that by doing the job 
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for us he could reasonably expect us to take more care on 

our work and leave him an easier job. Tradesmen or subbies 

simply cannot count on each other in this way. With each 

pursuing his own interests there is no way one can plan or 

count on anyone working for your interests unless they 

coincide with their own. 

It is also true, however, that subbies make 

calculations about when and to whom they will offer help. 

When Arthur and I helped unload the aluminium materials, we 

did so without the expectation that he would repay us in 

cash or in kind. We did, however, make it known to the 

supervisor that we had done so. This did not increase our 

pay that week but it did establish that we would co-operate 

with the interests of the builder. 

Help, however, is not always forthcoming in such 

situations. The size of the job required has an effect on 

how much help will be offered. On the one occasion we spent 

twenty-five minutes but, had the job been larger, I am not 

at all sure we would have been so helpful. On one occasion 

we did refuse help to a delivery bloke. He was delivering 

plasterboard to the site and the responsible subbie was on 

hand. It was a large delivery and as I groaned and looked at 

Arthur he responded by saying 'Naa, we've got too much work, 

mate. You start on that and we'll never get anything done 

today. Give it a miss.' Arthur "read" the situation here to 

be that we could not offer help without falling behind our 

own work schedule. A short time later Arthur noted the way 

that the suppliers took advantage of delivery drivers, 

trying to make other subbies or anyone else on site help 

unload materials. Not only was it not In our own interests 
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to help on this occasion, it was not in the Interests of the 

builder, it turned out that the plasterboard fixer was 

working on a 'supply-and-fix' basis and that Arthur knew 

this from the beginning. We would have been investing in a 

relationship with someone who was not in a position to help 

us by providing work. Being 'mates" at work has its limits 

as to what can be expected or what will be offered. 

For all of the self-interest they commonly credit each 

other with, subbies and labourers still do spend time 

helping each other out. Arthur and I helped the delivery 

bloke unload the aluminium doors and windows and Doug helped 

Arthur and myself with some minor alterations. This help is 

offered without any expectation of direct reciprocity. The 

return from such behaviour is not really talked of in terms 

of a return at all. Rather than seeing discrete services 

returned by discrete services there is an ethos of simply 

'helping your mates' in these situations. Even though most 

encounters end with the stock phrases of 'Catch you later, 

mate' or 'See you later, mate' the expectation of again 

meeting everyone you ever deal with on a job is simply 

absent in this industry. People help others on building 

sites, and are helped by others, but there is no legal or 

moral requirement that they do so. Individuals can 

legitimately focus their attention on their own tasks and 

avoid anything that does not relate to this. However, in 

doing so, there is the potential for such individuals to 

become known as blokes who are 'hard to get on with.' 

The reciprocity entailed in 'helping your mates,' when 

everyone on a building site is a 'mate,' is not to 
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individuals but simply to others in the industry. As such, 

the social bonds produced by this reciprocity are not the 

tight relationships of those who come to know others and for 

whom relationships endure and strengthen over time (cf. 

Mauss 1954). Rather, the reciprocity is oriented to others 

who are seen to share similar concerns in the industry. This 

form of reciprocity does not produce perduring social 

credits or debits which hold groups together. Rather, it 

produces and reproduces an egalitarian ethos which generates 

co-operation among those who do not know each other well 

without helping to come to know each other any better. This 

way of helping one's 'mates,' a generalised reciprocity, 

produces and is reproduced by the very social organisation 

of the industry. With no lasting social groups or 

relationships, it is not feasible to maintain any calculated 

reciprocity between individuals. In short, interaction in 

the idiom of 'mates' produces co-operation among those 

united categorically. This way of interaction with others on 

building sites denies that interactions with others are mere 

traffic relations; It establishes a moral basis for 

interaction. 

Mates and 'Real Good Mates' 

One warm summer day, on a rare occasion when we allowed 

ourselves the luxury of a brief respite from the heat in the 

form of an afternoon smoko, I was sitting in the shade of a 

carport having a cup of tea with Arthur and another brickie 

named Kevin. We were building a retaining wall and a front 

fence for a new house in an old suburb south of the river 

and had been hard at work all day. As we relaxed, Kevin 
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began telling a story about a past job he had worked on. He 

began by announcing that 'A mate of mine...' and then, on 

reconsidering the nature of the information he was about to 

convey, started over, 'Well, he's not a real good mate of 

mine, but ...' and continued to tell the story. As Kevin 

told his story, Arthur looked at me and, when Kevin looked 

away, raised an eyebrow and pulled a face to indicate that 

the story was to be taken with a grain of salt. Arthur later 

told me that it was the way that Kevin started the story 

that made him wary of what followed. 

What concerns me here is not the story Kevin told, but 

his introduction to it, the identification of the source of 

his narrative. The distinction drawn here by Kevin between a 

'mate' and a 'real good mate' is significant. This is 

certainly not the only way this distinction is drawn in 

building but it is a succinct representation of a generally 

recognised difference between sorts of 'mates.' In a working 

world where everyone is potentially, and, indeed, commonly, 

a 'mate' there remains the need to be able to distinguish 

between those that are close and those that may only appear 

to be close. In distinguishing between types of 'mates' 

those in building establish the cultural priority of the 

broad category and foreground it as most significant in 

terms of their interactions. By drawing this distinction 

between types of 'mates' it is possible in conversation to 

gloss finer differences in favour of broad characterisation 

or to introduce difference where none was originally 

apparent. It is, as Kevin shows, possible to mark 

differences between various 'mates' in a way which discerns 
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qualitative distinctions in social relationships. 

Understanding this close relationship, of 'real good 

mate', is important when considering the patterns of 

interaction and sharing of knowledge and information which 

occur in building. Mates may potentially share information, 

but only 'real good mates' can ever share knowledge. Kevin's 

disclaimer about the source of his information, not from a 

'real good mate,' is important because he and Arthur were, 

in the past, 'real good mates' and were, when I witnessed 

this event, in the process of renewing this relationship. 

Kevin's halting start, and subsequent clarification of the 

status of his relationship to the protagonist in his story, 

marks that his assertion of someone else's statement is to 

be understood as information rather than knowledge. His 

manner of making this claim is to play on his relationship 

to the person quoted and to Arthur. While Kevin is making a 

claim for the statement to be understood as information by 

having someone else make it rather than himself, and he 

refuses to buy into ultimate responsibility for the 

statement. In identifying the source of the story as being 

other than »a real good mate' Kevin refuses to vouch for the 

information; he merely puts it into circulation. 

Everyone subbies meet in building is commonly 

identified as a 'mate.' One is made to answer for it if 

others are not verbally treated so, just as Terry made me 

answer. However, 'mate' is not an extendable relationship. 

Those I call 'mate' are not your 'mates,' except when we 

meet them together on a building site or in the pub. By all 

interacting together, we may become 'mates' for the moment. 

The fact that two subbies have met each other on a building 
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site and called each other 'mate' does not constitute the 

'mates' of one as 'mates' of the other. If they call the 

same people 'mate,' it is because they both interact with 

the individual so called. Kevin's 'mate' does not become 

Arthur's and my 'mate' through Kevin's story. The only way 

he can become our 'mate' is through some sort of shared 

interaction. Kevin's identification of the bloke as his 

'mate' is an interesting claim in that it attempts to locate 

the worthiness of the information in Kevin's relationship to 

him, or repudiated relationship to him, and in so doing 

stresses Kevin's previous relationship to Arthur. The point 

is that 'real good mates' are only 'real good mates' for as 

long as you are interacting with them and sharing knowledge. 

'Real good mates' are not the contemporaries and superficial 

consociates of everyday life on building sites. 'Real good 

mates' are those you interact with over time and with whom 

you develop a close relationship so that their word can be 

trusted because their interests are also your interests. It 

is this sharing of interests, always a temporary phenomenon 

in building, which produces 'real good mates.' When Kevin 

backs away from his identification of this character, he 

does so by backing away from his relationship to him and in 

so doing moves towards strengthening his relationship with 

Arthur once again. 

The category 'mate' makes everyone the same on a 

building site. This categorical egalitarianlsm is certainly 

understood by those who work in these conditions. However, 

the cateogry 'mates' is not as homogeneous as it first 

appears. 'Mates' and 'real good mates' are recognised as 
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being different. They are different in a way which 

distinguishes between types of social relationships and 

which allows for egalitarian and non-egalitarian 

relationships to be constituted. in linguistics a 

distinction is drawn between "marked" and "unmarked" terms 

so that: 

The member of a syntactic opposition automatically 
selected when choice from the semantic opposition Is 
inappropriate or neutralized is called the unmarked 
term, while the opposite term is called marked (Leech 
1974:189). 

In 'the building game' a semantic opposition exists in which 

•mate' is "unmarked" and 'real good mate' is "marked;" 

'mate' is selected as the term of address unless there is a 

reason to choose another form. To identify someone as a 

'real good mate' is to select the marked form of this 

semantic opposition. This is to mark the social relationship 

as different from the relationship constituted by the 

unmarked form and to stress, therefore, inequality rather 

than equality. 

It is the unmarked case, of interacting as 'mates,' 

that is most common in the building industry. However, while 

•mates' makes all subbies appear the same, with claims of 

the same rights and obligations to each other, the 

solidarity so produced is transitory. This is perhaps most 

clearly evident in the conflict and joking that takes place 

among work 'mates.' 

Conflict and Joking Among Mates 

While the idiom of 'mates' can produce co-operation out 

of the conflicting individual interests of subbies and 

others, conflict and aggression can also be expressed within 

229 



this idiom. The expression of conflict and aggression in the 

idiom of 'mates' is possible because of the constitutive 

status of this idiom. 

When Geertz identified the constitutive nature of 

culture as providing "models of" and "models for" 

understanding (1973:94-95), he identified form but not 

content. The particular content of any constituted 

relationship is not precisely defined but sltuationally 

negotiable. 'Mate' can be used to express, and so 

constitute, a relationship as being one of trust and 

closeness or it can be used in ironic fashion to express 

exactly the opposite. It is this negotiable character of 

being 'mates' that allows those in building to deny their 

relationship with others in the same idiom as is used to 

assert it. Men are never simply 'mates' in building, the 

tenor or tone of the use of this term of address or 

reference must always be read as well as its use. 

While working on the Bicton job, Arthur became quite 

aggressive towards the leader of the team of Italian 

plasterers who were responsible for doing the outside 

rendering of the brickwork. They had never worked for the 

builder before. As we were not entirely finished the 

brickwork when they arrived on site, there was certainly 

plenty of room for disagreements. They arrived to work on a 

price, found the necessary materials inconveniently located 

in the front of the house a long way from the ramp to the 

second story and with the brickwork not entirely completed. 

They felt that they had been 'stuffed around' by the 

builder. 
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On the first morning 'we felt for them,• recognising 

the situation as one we too had experienced in the past, but 

we had to get on with the work at hand. They began working 

but were soon complaining loudly about everything on site. 

There were about seven different trades on site at the time 

and we were all working under essentially the same 

conditions. The whingeing of these subbies became bothersome 

as it was directed at tradesmen who were present and who 

were also trying to get on with the work. Their continued 

complaining to the rest of us, rather than to the builder, 

and not simply leaving the site — 'shooting through' -- as 

many subbies would, became too much. No one wanted to 

listen. I watched as various subbies simply walked away from 

the plasterers as they complained, ignoring the statements 

that were being made. No one contradicted the claims of the 

plasterers; but then no one indicated any interest in 

agreeing with their complaints either. 

As Arthur and I were struggling to finish off the final 

touches on the brickwork of the second story, the plasterers 

were working very close to us. The complaints they had about 

the work, our work, were audible to us. Finally, as the 

plasterer began asking how long we were going to be and if 

we could put in a few extra bricks where they were instead 

of working at our work as we saw fit Arthur answered, 'Yeah, 

yeah, sure mate. I know its tough but a good plasterer'11 

get over it. Good on ya mate. She'll be right.' with this 

said, Arthur continued on at the work we had begun that 

morning and said no more. The plasterers were forced to 

shift their work to another part of the job, wasting even 

more of their time, and Arthur moved methodically along 
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doing what he wanted to do. They did not complain to us 

about having to move their work, although I suspect they 

remarked upon it to the subbies they then found themselves 

working next to, as it was obvious from Arthur's handling of 

the situation that they would not receive satisfaction from 

him. Arthur used the idiom of 'mates' ironically to refuse 

their requests for help without ever addressing their 

request at all. 

Working 'on a price,' the plasterers had no grounds for 

any complaints they might want to make to the builder. They 

could complain that the site was not ready for them to be 

present, but this would jeopardise their presence on site 

and the builder could easily point out the other work that 

they could be doing. Arthur and myself were working on wages 

on this job and only had a little bit of finishing to do. 

There was no way that the builder would have asked us to sit 

around and do nothing on his time and money. When Arthur 

responded to the plasterers he was aggressive, clearly in 

his tone of voice, and indicated that he was not about to 

change his work routine for them. Yet his aggressiveness was 

conveyed not in the words or phrases that he used, these are 

all totally acceptable in the idiom of 'mates' and building. 

Arthur's aggression was located in the tone he used to give 

voice to these expressions. The meaning of these words and 

phrases for Arthur lies in the way they are spoken and, more 

importantly, in the way he acts. The plasterers are left to 

interpret his meaning as best they can. 

Aggression can also be marked by joking. Jokes made at 

the expense of another person in building, as in virtually 
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every other social or cultural context, are dangerous (see 

Basso 1979). Joking about another's performance or ability 

sets up a necessary tension between being playful and 

serious. It is this tension that makes the successful joke 

enjoyable. Amongst 'real good mates' one can joke with some 

latitude. The relationship has been established in other 

ways, and while it is by no means a sure thing, liberties 

can be taken. Joking on building sites tends to be located 

between members of the same team of subbies, those who are 

•real good mates.' Unrelenting teasing at times becomes too 

close to the bone and leads even 'real good mates' to the 

point of physical blows. To joke with a subbie with whom you 

do not regularly work is dangerous because the relationship 

has not been demonstrated through interaction, only 

constituted by calling each other 'mate.' Such joking can be 

engaged in, but to do so and for the joke to miss can easily 

be interpreted as an act of aggression. 

Working on the Bicton job, Arthur did not just use the 

idiom of 'mates' aggressively against this team of 

plasterers. He also joked with them in a particularly nasty 

manner — designed to get them all stirred up, though not 

really doing them any actual harm. 

When the plasterers had first arrived on site and began 

complaining about the conditions — common for a new set of 

subbies, looking to improve their own bargaining position 

with the builder -- they started asking Arthur questions 

about what was happening on site. One afternoon, as we were 

working on a set of piers to hold a garage roof, one of the 

plasterers asked if the piers were to be plastered. We were 

only constructing three piers, but Arthur answered 'Yeah, 
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all nine of them will have to be done.' The plasterer 'did 

his block.' He became very angry and said that the piers 

weren't on his drawings and demanded to know what was 

happening. As he worked himself up, his son, who was working 

with him, tried to calm him down, saying: 'Don't worry, 

they're an extra. We'll get paid for them all.' The 

head plasterer was not easily mollified. He and his team had 

made other commitments to get to and he didn't want to be 

•stuffing around with all those fucking piers.' 

Arthur kept a straight face and moved off. He shared 

this joke with no one but me, and told me that he would love 

to hear the conversation when the plasterer 'went at' the 

builder. Arthur laughed heartily about this little joke for 

several days in the pub after we had left the job. After 

that, he would still occasionally bring it up to make some 

point. Arthur's joke on the plasterers was a practical joke. 

It was about activity and misinformation, leading the 

plasterers to believe that they would have to do something 

they had not calculated on doing. 

The conflict which can be engendered in joking is also 

indicative of an ambivalence in social relationships, what 

can be sustained in interactions with 'real good mates' is 

different to what can be sustained with others. Even if 

•real good mates' can 'get a bellyful' of being joked with, 

it takes much longer than for a stranger to respond in the 

same way. This tension is also present in Australian 

language practice if we look at who an individual may call a 

"bastard." Used among those who have a close relationship, 

such address is virtually a term of endearment; used to 
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address someone who is not so close or to whom it might be 

construed to be an accurate depiction and the term can 

easily lead to physical violence. It is this ambivalence in 

such terms that is at issue here. Like the Australian use of 

"bastard," 'mate' can be used to constitute or express 

several different types of relationships. 'Mate' always 

requires interpretation and this interpretation is open to 

negotiation. 

Drinking with Mates 

I learned a great deal about building while drinking 'a 

few beers' at the end of a day's work in the company of 

those I was working with. While it is certainly not true 

that all subbies and builders drink, a good many of them do 

and going to the pub after work is a common occurrence. 

Sharing a beer or two or three or more among those in 

building is one way in which 'mates' who do or do not work 

together regularly visit and talk building. Going to the pub 

after a hard day's work or to pass the time when you have 

been 'rained off is not to leave work behind. It is 

virtually always to engage in talk of building. 

Sharing a drink is an activity which promotes 

sociability among those involved and, as Kapferer has noted, 

"Australians typically drink in groups, in groups of mates" 

(1988:159). It is constituted by those present and dissolved 

when the activity is finished. Since the late 19th century 

beer has been the drink of working men (Freeland 1966) and 

the style of its consumption is significant for those in 

'the building game.' The activity of drinking together 

promotes sociability by creating a frame for the interaction 
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which emphasises the shared experience, in building, the 

drink which invariably serves this purpose is beer, in 

Australia, beer is the drink of working people and the act 

of drinking beer is surrounded with folklore (see Pearl 

1969; Wannan 1972). To drink together is to be, for the time 

so spent, 'mates.' Drinking together, like working together 

in building, is a temporary relationship. 

On small renovation jobs it is commonplace for the home 

owner to appear at the end of the day and to offer the 

subbies on site a beer. It is also quite common for the 

subbies to accept such an offer. Sitting among the work, 

rarely is the subbie invited in, and drinking a beer with 

the owner is important for many subbies because it is seen 

as an indication that the owner is 'treating you right'. The 

owner is treating you like a 'mate' rather than merely 

someone who is doing a job and getting paid for it. In this 

way, the sharing of a beer constitutes the relationship 

between subbie and owner as 'mates' and equals rather than 

in a hierarchical form, as between employer and employee. 

On a medium sized addition job in Coogee, just south of 

Fremantle, Arthur and I worked extremely hard. We were 

working for Sharky and Arthur was supervising the addition 

of a couple of rooms to a fairly small house. The owner was 

an officer of a right-wing union and used to arrive home 

early every afternoon and talk to us as we worked. While we 

were friendly with him, he neither offered nor made us a cup 

of tea, the second best thing to a cold beer. Arthur 

occasionally commented on the 'meanness' of the owner as we 

drove to the pub after work. The real insult for Arthur came 
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when after working on the addition for about eight days we 

were joined on site by a team of roofing carpenters. They 

worked extremely hard and produced a good day's pay for 

their efforts, working 'on a price' of course. At the end of 

this hot day the owner offered the roofing carpenters a beer 

while Arthur and I were still on site taking care of some 

minor repairs. He made no such offer to us. 

Arthur was livid as we drove to the pub that night. He 

cursed the owner from the time we left the job until we 

arrived at the pub and then continued to curse him over 

several beers. We had talked to the owner for days, wasting 

our time 'keeping him sweet.' In return we received no 

recognition, other than payment for the job, while the 

roofing carpenters received their payment as well as social 

recognition in the form of beer. Arthur was adamant: 'The 

bloke's a fucking dick-head' was his final judgement. We 

finished the job off three days later and Arthur no longer 

stopped to talk; he simply worked through all the owner's 

attempts at conversation, usually leaving the scene of the 

encounter to find some missing tool or lacking material as 

soon as the owner attempted conversation. We finished the 

job as quickly as possible and as we drove off for the last 

time Arthur breathed a sigh of relief and stated: 'bloody 

hell, I'm glad that's over. I never want to see that bastard 

again as long as I live.' 

I have witnessed relationships between subbie and home 

owner become that of 'real good mates.' While this usually 

lasts only as long as the particular job, on occasions it is 

prolonged and extends beyond the instrumental relationship 

which brought them together. On one job with Arthur, we soon 
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found ourselves on a first-name basis with the owner, his 

wife and their children. From our very first day on the job 

we were offered tea during the day and beer when we finished 

washing up after work. By the end of the seven days we were 

on site, Arthur himself had several times whipped off at the 

end of the day to buy a carton of beer, as the owners had 

done, because it was getting embarrassing to sit and drink 

their beer each evening. He felt it necessary to assert some 

sort of equality in the relationship. We were 'mates' and as 

such we did not just drink their beer but shared in the 

provisioning of it. Arthur did see the family a couple of 

times after we had finished the job, but the relationship 

soon petered out as they had little in common. It is, after 

all, the job which provides the reason for their 

interaction. The same is true of subbies drinking with other 

subbies -- it is the current job situation which to a large 

measure determines who will drink with whom. 

During the week it is common for a team of subbies to 

head to the pub after work each night. It occasionally 

happens that several teams who might be working on the same 

job will go to the pub after work, although this is rarer 

because teams of different sorts of tradesmen do not finish 

at the same time every day. Friday night is often a special 

night for going down to the pub. On Fridays it is common 

after being paid, and usually after racing to the bank to 

cash or deposit the cheque, for subbies to head to the pub 

and to drink in a large group, often in the company of the 

builder who has been employing them. Friday nights are not 

simply the celebration of the end of the week. When there is 
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work around it is common for subbies to work every day they 

can and not stop simply because it is the week-end. I have 

met one team of carpenters who had worked 54 days without a 

day off and who showed no signs of stopping when I met them. 

Friday is celebrated as payday in 'the building game,' the 

day when tradesmen and builder commonly find themselves 

drinking together when the days' work is done. 

No matter what day of the week it is, subbies and 

builders drink in the Australian pattern of 'shouting' each 

other. That is, when a group of people drink together each 

individual must, and it is indeed a social obligation, take 

a turn to buy a 'round' of drinks for everyone else in the 

drinking group. Such a pattern of drinking is often 

celebrated in the writings on Australian society as a key 

indicator of the egalitarian nature of the society: people 

drink together in a way which emphasises their sameness 

rather than differences. It doesn't matter how much money 

one is earning or whether one is a tradesman, builder or 

labourer; it you go to the pub in a group, you drink as a 

group of equals. 

If the size of the group of drinkers was different on 

Friday evenings, so too was the way in which the beer was 

purchased. What remained the same was the necessity for a 

cultural structure to produce the equality essential for the 

occasion. During the week, and in small groups, we shouted 

each other 'middies'. In Western Australia, the "middle" is 

a measure of 285 ml., specific to beer. Middies are easily 

recognisable in a pub because they have a glass shape 

particular to the measure. Those drinking in the pub can 

easily see what others are drinking. On the table in front 
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of the drinkers is the evidence of equality, that everyone 

present is drinking the same amount. One cannot drink a 

'glass', a measure less than a middle and served in a 

different shaped vessel, when those you are with are 

drinking middies. To attempt to do so would disrupt the 

established equality of the members of the drinking group. 

On Friday nights, or on occasions when the number of 

drinkers is more than about five, it is common not to buy 

middies but instead to purchase jugs. A jug of beer contains 

the equivalent of about five middies and costs slightly 

less. The purchaser orders a jug and the number of required 

glasses and if recognised as a subbie or a worker the 

glasses are usually middle-sized. When drinking in large 

numbers it is much easier to carry a jug back to the table 

than a number of middies. It is also less of an expense for 

each 'shout.' 

One Friday night at the pub there were seven of us 

present shouting jugs and talking about building. As we got 

stuck into it we finished off the first round of buying jugs 

and started on the second. As soon as this started there was 

no way of not staying to drink all the beer that would come. 

There were usually two jugs on the table at a time and as 

one ran low it would be ceremoniously emptied into glasses 

and the emptier would make his way to the bar to get the 

next jug. There was no established order in terms of who 

should shout next. It was simply understood that everyone 

would shout the table and individuals took their turn when 

they decided it was time, as long as no one started the next 

round before the previous one was finished. Nor had anyone 
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to be prodded to buy a jug. 

One Friday evening I was feeling very tired and the 

beer was making me feel even worse. As we were drinking 

jugs, I tried to slow my own drinking down so that I would 

not have to drink an equal share with everyone else present. 

I was still taking part in the session, buying my jugs and 

contributing to the talk of building, but needed to slow 

down a bit. Two jugs were purchased before John, an 

outspoken carpenter, picked up a jug on the table and filled 

my half empty glass saying, 'Come on mate, drink up. You're 

being too slow here.' I protested that I was getting too 

drunk and was told, 'Listen mate, I've got to drive home too 

you know. Drink up.' I emptied my glass in a single gulp. 

When I set it on the table, John refilled it immediately. 

One cannot avoid the emphasis on equality when drinking 

jugs. It is perhaps not so easy to make calculations — a 

subbie with three middies waiting in front of him is much 

more noticeable — but calculations are indeed made. No one 

spoke up in my favour when John called me on the slowness of 

my consumption and John carried the day by making the public 

statement. 

To drink beer among subbies and builders is to drink as 

a group of equals. There is no socially acceptable way of 

doing otherwise once one has accepted the first drink. The 

only way to avoid drinking in this way is to avoid going to 

the pub. I have met several subbies who have chosen to do 

just this. As one subbie asserted, 'It's a hell of a lot 

easier just to go home and have a couple of quiet stubbies 

by myself.' In Australia, the practice of solitary drinking 

is suspect. Drinking is a sociable activity and to choose to 
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drink alone can raise questions about one's relations with 

others, about one's ability to 'get along with the other 

blokes.' The importance of drinking in Australia, and this 

is certainly true of those engaged in 'the building game,' 

is perhaps underscored by the way solitary drinkers are 

described. To drink alone is to 'drink with the flies': it 

is not the lack of all companionship but the lack of human 

companionship. Solitary drinking becomes a denial of the 

accepted form of expressing egalitarian sociability. 

Even those who do not regularly take part in such 

sessions know how they are organised. This is hardly 

surprising insofar as this pattern of drinking is almost 

exactly that which is used to characterise Australian 

drinking habits. There have been few detailed studies of 

actual drinking behaviour in Australia, the best being that 

of a suburban Sydney pub reported by Sargent (1979:25-31). 

It is not my concern whether or not this pattern of drinking 

is or isn't the Australian norm; what is of interest here is 

the way this pattern of drinking is used by those involved 

in building. They certainly share a great many of their 

drinking patterns and understandings with other Australians 

but these are socially and culturally mediated by the local 

situation or context of their drinking. 

On occasions spent drinking, be they in a large group 

on a Friday night, in a small group on any other evening, or 

on a rained out afternoon, the talk is always work. Subbies 

and builders arrive at the pub in their working clothes and 

remain in them until it is time to go home. As they remain 

dressed for work they remain concerned with it throughout 
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their time at the pub and talk of little else. On only a few 

occasions did I make a trip home to change for an evening at 

the pub and on such occasions we were there for a night out, 

not to relax after work. My point is this, we did this 

rarely and when we did it was a different sort of occasion. 

Heading to the pub at the end of a day's work may be 

relaxing, but it is not getting away from the work; the 

work, like the clothes worn, remain with you for the 

session. 

Drinking occasions are times when those present can 

potentially become more than just 'mates.' It is possible to 

approach being 'real good mates,' but this is hardly a 

necessary result of this form of interaction. What drinking 

does accomplish, however, is the production of an equality 

between all those present. Everyone drinks like an equal 

and, ideally, drinks the same amount. The reciprocal buying 

of beer for each other ties those present together, as do 

most reciprocal exchanges in social life, but here the 

social ties are very ephemeral. There is nothing lasting 

about the drinking group and it probably never will be 

reassembled in the same particular manner again. The 

exchange of beer may be an act of incorporation but the 

nature of the incorporation produced is not lasting. It ends 

when the session ends. For the brief and transient time the 

group of drinkers is assembled It is a society of 'mates.' 

Those who drink together, and who share an interest in 

the building industry, must produce the temporary group anew 

on each occasion. There is little chance that the same 

collection of individuals will drink together again in 

exactly the same company. The egalitarian ethos must 
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therefore be generated anew among those assembled in the pub 

at any given time. If everyone present purchased and drank 

their own beer, there would be no bond to hold the group 

together for any length of time. In shouting rounds the 

drinking group, or 'school' as it is known in Australia, has 

a distinct lifetime: as long as it takes everyone present to 

buy a round and drink everyone else's rounds. It is possible 

to extend a drinking session to two, three or more rounds 

but always the solidarity of the group is present only as 

long as its members are engaged in the activity of drinking 

together in this way. Again, the style is widespread in 

Australia but among building workers, or any other set of 

social drinkers, it is given its own particular significance 

by those involved In it. 

One last note, it is common for almost every builder to 

hold a Christmas party for which the builder pays for all 

the beer, and often some food, and to which the subbies who 

have been working for him show up and 'drink the keg'. It is 

important to note that this is virtually the only one-way 

distribution of beer or goods which takes place during the 

year. It should also be noted that while builders often 

speak of inviting all the trades to such a gathering, who is 

actually invited are the individual tradesmen who have 

recently been working for the builder. If a subbie worked 

for the same builder from February to October and then the 

relationship went sour, it is unlikely he would be be 

invited around for a drink. Such an occasion marks the 

status of relationships at the time it is held and certainly 

not for the entire year. 
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Drinking is a time of sociability for those engaged in 

building, but it is hardly divorced from work. Talk of 

building remains a central concern throughout the time at 

the pub. In drinking together, subbies and builders may 

share information as equals. There is little room for 

differences to be asserted here. Sitting around a table in 

the pub subbies will know the builder if he is there, and 

some topics such as stories of 'stuff ups' on the job will 

not be broached, but the pattern of the drinking taking 

place does not allow for differences to become significant. 

Drinking together turns subbies and builders into 'mates' 

for a longer time than is normal on a building site. This is 

accomplished in an idiom which extends far beyond the 

building into almost every area of Australian life. However, 

like interaction on a building site, this form of social 

interaction does not produce perduring social groups but 

rather indicates the coming together of those who are 

currently around. There are no rights and obligations to the 

others present beyond the session at the pub. Reciprocity, 

and the social group it constitutes from this activity, 

lasts only as long as it takes to drink the beer. Drinking 

in this way can stress the importance of a collective 

sociability and, at the same time, the temporary nature of 

the social group so produced. Small social groups are 

produced which because of their very form do not threaten 

the autonomy of the individuals involved. 
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Conclusion 

For men, calling each other 'mate' is a common 

interaction idiom across Australia. Indeed, much has been 

written of the nature of this relationship and its place in 

the construction and representation of the ethos of an 

Australian national character. My concern here has been to 

examine the use of this idiom within the building industry. 

I believe that attempts to write "mateship" into the 

Australian national character have caricatured this mode of 

interaction and produced a parody of how people use this 

idiom to identify and organise their social relationships. 

My attempt is ambitious because I hope it shows the way we 

might profitably understand the use of such idioms in the 

analysis of social life in Australia. To write of "mateship" 

is to write in the abstract; to write of 'mates,' to talk of 

'mates' — or, even more, to interact as 'mates' — is to 

deal with the pragmatic organisation of social 

relationships. Just as 'mate' can be used to express several 

different modes of interaction in building, it is likely 

that it has this potential all across Australia. To 

understood what is conveyed by calling someone 'mate' or 

being called 'mate' by someone, it is necessary to locate 

the specific contexts in' which people make themselves 

•mates' and the sorts of interactions they create in such 

contexts. 'Mates' in the building industry are not 

necessarily the same as 'mates' in a university staff club. 

Both situations may be informed by some shared sense of 

"mateship" but neither is produced solely by this shared 

notion or stereotype. Local context and local conditions 
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always mediate the uses of 'mate.' 

In building, the idiom of 'mates' is used to stress 

equality and similarity over hierarchy and difference. 

Identifying another as being a 'mate' is an act of 

categorisation but it also entails social interaction. It 

constitutes an interaction idiom in which individuals do 

work to help each other in a form of a generalised 

reciprocity extended to others in building, so that you help 

someone with the understanding that when you need help 

someone else will help you. Being 'mates' does not deal with 

reciprocity between individuals, but between an individual 

and those who stand in a certain categorical relationship to 

him. This produces the potential for social solidarity among 

those who actually interact with one another and does not 

spread out to encompass and unite all those who may share in 

the categorical identification. Two blokes calling, and 

recognising each other as 'mate,' does not produce a 

"mechanical solidarity" or any sense of togetherness among 

all those who may potentially use this mode of address or 

reference. Being 'mates,' as Bernard Smith rightly 

recognised (1980:14), is situational and any sense of united 

togetherness produced by its use is also situational. 

Everyone met in building may be a 'mate' but it is 

possible, and often practical, to mark distinctions between 

all the members of this class; only some may be construed as 

being 'real good mates.' There is a solidarity produced by 

all being 'mates,' although it is not one which produces 

corporate action or shared interests beyond the immediate 

context, but this solidarity is not based on intimacy. 

'Mates' are not necessarily intimates. Intimacy, defined 
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here as knowledge about an individual which is not entirely 

located In the practice of building, is reserved for those 

who are 'real good mates.' While all consociates from 

building may call each other 'mate' it is those with whom 

one is particularly close, with whom one shares experiences, 

that can become 'real good mates.' With these individuals 

there is shared knowledge and not merely information. 

If 'mate' has connotations concerning the nature of 

interactions one can expect, these expectations are not 

always met. The same idiom can be used to stress similarity, 

equality and co-operation or can be used aggressively to 

give play to differences, inequalities and even a refusal 

to co-operate. When Arthur has a go at the plasterer, he 

uses 'mate' to make his aggression known while at the same 

time conveying his message through his tone of voice and 

actions. This leaves Arthur's intention necessarily open to 

interpretation. If the plasterer dares claim that the 

interaction is aggressive, Arthur will defend his words; if 

the plasterer interprets the words as friendly, he will be 

disappointed by Arthur's actions. When he jokes with the 

same bloke, about the number of piers to be rendered, any 

possible ambiguity as to how to interpret Arthur's 

intentions recedes as the humour teeters on the edge of 

going bad. It is hard to maintain a stance of being co

operative when one's meanings have become too plainly 

obvious. The idiom of 'mates' can produce co-operation by 

back-grounding conflicting interests; but in allowing this 

backgrounding it does not ever banish or resolve conflicts 

of interest. 
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Interacting as 'mates' or as builder and subbie allows 

for the foregrounding of one sort of social relationship and 

the backgrounding of another. The choice is not given in 

advance but must be worked out, managed and negotiated, in 

the context of interaction by the parties involved according 

to their readings of the situation. The potential for either 

sort of relationship is always present in building and I 

find it unproductive to assert the primacy of one over the 

other. Hierarchical inequalities based on relationships to 

the means of production may seriously affect the nature of 

social interaction; but if individual subbies and builders 

subvert these relationships through the idiom of 'mates' 

what is significant is the way in which they apportion 

significance about their own social lives. Phrased 

differently, primacy in 'the building game' is given to the 

equality of 'mates.' Other modes of interaction based, on 

relations to the means of production, merely subvert the 

essential egalitarianlsm of interacting with 'mates.' It is 

•real good mates' that is the marked relationship. In 'the 

building game,' it is an egalitarian social organisation 

which has pride of place and it is this equality that is 

backgrounded when unequal relationships of class or 

occupation are invoked. Rather than choosing between these 

two alternatives, trying to establish priority, it is 

analytically more productive to recognise that in the 

building industry these represent alternative ways of 

foregrounding and backgrounding modes of interaction. 

Inequality makes no sense without the possibility of 

equality and equality no sense without the ever-present 

potential for inequality (see Oxley 1978; Bern 1987). 
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in 'the building game,' interacting as 'mates' is a 

complex relationship. Indeed, the very number of times it is 

used, in all manner of situations and contexts, should lead 

us to this understanding. The more common the word, the more 

times it is used, the greater the potential for various 

meanings to accrete to it. It is this very ambiguity of the 

meaning of being 'mates' that allows so much interaction of 

so many different types to be easily represented as the 

same. As no one is required to identify a precise meaning of 

'mates' in building — or elsewhere in Australian society --

the existence and meaning of this interaction idiom must 

necessarily be understood contextually as it is used. The 

power of the idiom of 'mates' is that it allows for an 

understandable interaction in an industry where strangers 

meet with strangers daily. As others cannot be known, they 

must be understood somehow to allow for work to be carried 

out. As this industry is so thoroughly organised around the 

interests of individuals, calling each other 'mate' is 

virtually obligatory in that it allows for interaction 

without needing to specify the content of the relationship. 

Such a form of social interaction in building does not 

produce a perduring social solidarity among those so 

involved; rather it approaches what Kapferer has identified 

as being sociologically central to Australian nationalism, 

"the flat categorical association, a composition of 

equivalent units as in the nationalism of Australian 

egalitarianlsm" (Kapferer 1988:98). 

Looking back, I think perhaps Terry was joking with me 

when he took me to task for the form of my greeting. If so, 
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his was a dangerous joke for I could have responded with 

anger rather than embarrassment. Terry's message is no less 

serious or significant simply because it is offered in the 

form of a joke. When interaction takes place on a building 

site, or between those who commonly meet on building sites, 

no matter who it Is between and regardless of inclement 

weather or any other adverse conditions, it is always a 

'G'day mate.' It is calling each other 'mate' that holds — 

ever so tenuously -- those involved in building together 

during those brief moments when they must act in both their 

own and others' interests. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

MONEY AND SOCIAL VALUE 

Economics as Culture 

When subbie meets subbie and talk turns to work, as it 

almost invariably seems to do, they speak a great deal about 

money. However, after taking part in much of this talk 

during my fieldwork, I can report that little is said about 

the institution we know formally as economics. Subbies do 

not commonly express their interests in the language of 

economists or economics. Subbies realise the importance that 

economic phenomena have for their lives, such as the effects 

of interest rates on housing starts and the effects that 

this may have on their work; or that their industry is a key 

indicator for the "health" of the national economy; but 

these concerns are not dealt with as economists might deal 

with them. For subbies, these concerns are identified and 

understood more through various media accounts than from 

their own work experiences. Subbies are far more interested 

in their work than modelling the economy. 

For subbies, then, theirs is a more mundane and 

everyday concern with making a living, of working and being 

paid for it, and this dominates their talk when the business 

of building work is discussed. In order to understand the 

lives of subbies engaged in building, it is necessary to 

understand the idiom through which they interpret and make 
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meaningful what might be identified as the economy and 

economic processes. This is not to deny the discipline of 

economics; it is merely to indicate that subbies do not much 

care about the world as economists represent it. 

The economy, as subbies construe it through their talk 

of money and prices, is not akin to the analytical models of 

economists. Indeed, it would be surprising if it were, given 

that economists' and subbies' interests are culturally 

divergent. Rather, the talk of subbies exists as a cultural 

or symbolic construction of the economic domain of 

subcontracting. Here I follow others in asserting that the 

hard facts of economics are no less cultural simply because 

we may analytically or academically identify them as 

belonging to a special domain of human interest. It is 

important to recognise here that our intellectual division 

of labour is drawn for our interested reasons and that our 

interests need not be the those of others. As Sahlins has 

argued, it is important to understand our "practical 

reason," often presumed to be natural and somehow beyond the 

pale of culture, as a cultural form (1976); or, in the more 

blunt and evocative phrase of Stephan Gudeman, it is 

analytically useful to consider "economics as culture" 

(1986). 

Sahlins and Gudeman are not alone in their attempts to 

make sense of economics as a cultural construction. Nor are 

their attempts without precedent. Writing briefly of the 

history of economic analysis and, in particular, of the way 

in which the important "cultural matrix of economic 

phenomena" has been systematically expunged from the modern 

discipline of economics, Kenneth Boulding suggests that: 
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One of the most interesting questions of intellectual 
history is how the science of economics should have 
lost this sense and become an abstract discipline void 
of almost any cultural context (1973:47). 

While I do not propose to answer this interesting historical 

question here, I do wish to draw on Boulding's insight in 

developing an analysis of subbies' representations of the 

cultural economics of subcontracting. Doing this entails 

more than merely identifying the "cultural matrix" of 

economic phenomena, as Boulding at times suggests; it 

involves dealing with economic understandings of 

subcontractors as cultural forms and not merely as being 

located in a cultural context. 

I begin with Gudeman's notion of "economics as culture" 

but develop it in a way he does not. Recognising that 

"economies and economic theories are social constructs" and 

that "the central processes of making a living are 

culturally modeled", Gudeman compares several formal models 

of "Western" economics with the "local models" of various 

"nonWestern" peoples (1986:vii-ix). In this, Gudeman 

compares the formally constructed models of economics, 

constructed deliberately and painstakingly by economists, 

with other peoples' everyday models of making a living. This 

is akin to comparing theology with practical religion; at 

times It might be useful, but not if these two different 

activities are being treated as essentially similar in 

intention. In this Gudeman effectively skirts any question 

concerning the possible existence of "local models" of 

economies in so-called "Western" societies. Capitalism is 

made to appear culturally homogeneous rather than diverse. 

Here I redress Gudeman's emphasis by examining the 
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local idiomatic manifestations of a "Western" economy as 

construed by subbies in Perth. I do this by exploring the 

ways that subbies talk of money. My interest is with the 

meanings that this symbol can be given by those employed as 

subbies and the way these meanings are attributed value. 

Subbies use discourse about money to locate themselves and 

others in their Industry in terms of socially recognised and 

accepted motivations for being there. Talk of money thus 

provides subbies a means of representing how building makes 

sense — how it is organised — while at the same time 

allowing for various ways to shape the future -- by 

necessarily allowing for strategies to deal with 

contingencies and fluctuations of a volatile industry. It 

does this by providing publicly available understandings of 

how action is and might be motivated and organised. 

Understanding subbies' discourse about money provides one 

way of understanding the cultural economics of building. 

This discourse about money allows for subbies to represent 

reflexively how their industry is organised — a "model of" 

— and by so doing allows individual subbies to pursue their 

own ends in this industry, in ways which are both 

recognisable and understandable to others similarly engaged 

and interested -- a "model for" (Geertz 1973:93-95). 

Working for Money 

Arthur and I were doing some brick paving for the owner 

of a house in an established suburb of Perth. It was not a 

large job but one which would take us the better part of a 

week to complete. We had been recommended for the job by a 
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neighbour of the owner for whom Arthur had done a similar 

job about a year earlier. We were working pretty hard to do 

a good job, as we usually did, in the hope of keeping the 

owner 'sweet,' or satisfied with our work. When Arthur had 

done the work for the present owner's neighbour a year 

earlier he had been paid in cash and thought it likely that 

the owner of the current job might do the same. Arthur had 

sounded him out on this, but had not asked explicitly. 

Subbies get a bit edgy about asking owners for cash when the 

owner is quite unknown to them. The owner had not given 

Arthur an explicit answer. This became a matter of 

considerable discussion between us as we did the job and, 

not being sure of the form that the payment would take, we 

acted as though the payment would be in cash. 

The owner had paid for and supplied the 'pavers' and 

the sand for the job so the basic cost of the materials were 

taken care of without us having to invest money in buying 

them. As we neared the completion of the job it became clear 

to us that there would neither be enough pavers nor sand to 

complete the work properly. The owner was not home and we 

could not wait for him to organise more materials -- we were 

being paid by the square metre for the job — and so we had 

to take care of this short-fall on our own. Arthur did not 

want to write a cheque for materials for this job, and so 

create a record of his involvement in the work being done, 

so instead of buying sand at the nearest and most convenient 

location we traveled further to a hardware store where 

Arthur had an account and could 'book it up' and pay for it 

later. This way we could claim the materials on another job 

if we were paid cash or 'settle up' later if we received a 
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cheque. 

To find the necessary brick pavers we needed was a bit 

harder. We only required about fifty pavers and didn't want 

to drive 35 kilometres to the factory to pick them up. We 

had already wasted several hours time and money for petrol 

in 'stuffing around' looking for the sand. As the pavers 

used on the job were of a common variety, we hunted around 

local nurseries where Arthur was known until we found what 

we needed and could 'book them up' as well. As we got into 

the ute to head back and finally finish the job, Arthur 

noted that the owner of the nursery knew exactly what we 

were doing and why we were doing it: 'He's a former subbie, 

you know mate. He got out of the game but he still knows 

pretty well what's happening.' 

By the time we got back to the job and unloaded the 

materials several hours had passed. These were hours that we 

had not included in the original pricing of the job and for 

which we would receive no extra money. Arthur noted that 'we 

weren't going to make any bloody money on the job anyway.' 

With all this added stuffing around we'll be lucky to make 

wages out of it.' Arthur was not going to ask the owner for 

more money to compensate for our 'stuffing around'; he would 

only ask for reimbursement for the extra materials we had to 

buy to finish the job. He indicated that he would be making 

it known to the owner how much running around we had done 

for our money and using this as an unspoken claim for 

payment in cash. Arthur was sure that part of the 

understanding that went with the price we had quoted for the 

owner was that it was for cash — but nothing had ever been 
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spelled out explicitly. 

All the while we worked on this job the owner's wife 

had been in and out of the house as she went about her 

business. Working out the back, we would hear her car and 

then by its presence or absence know if she had just left or 

returned. She did not talk to us and brought us no cups of 

tea. As we were getting close to finishing we heard her car 

again and we both moved quickly to see what had happened. 

She had just left the house. We both swore and Arthur noted 

that she would have known that we were almost finished and 

that we would want our money before we left. If we did not 

collect our money then it would mean another trip back, for 

no work, and petrol for the ute with nothing extra for our 

trouble. It was extremely unlikely that the owner would 

consent to sending a cheque made out to cash through the 

mail. We were not happy as we drove away from the finished 

job later that afternoon. 

That night Arthur phoned the owner and made 

arrangements for the money to be paid the following day. 

Again, no mention of the form that payment would take was 

made. We had spent the best part of the week on the job and 

needed the money because we had no other income for the 

week. As we drove to our next job the following morning 

Arthur told me that he would have to 'shoot off* at 

dinnertime to pick up our money. He was not happy with the 

arrangements: 

I don't know why getting paid should be so bloody hard. 
We've done the work. All we want is what's owing to us. 
I figure I've spent almost as much time chasing money 
over the years as I have laying bricks. We did all that 
running around for him and now I still have to run 
around to get my bloody money. 
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We worked hard on our next job until about noon when I sat 

down to my lunch and Arthur took his with him to eat as he 

drove the 15 kilometres to collect the money we were owed 

from our last job. 

About forty-five minutes later, Arthur returned from 

his trip to pick up our money. He was not pleased. Waiting 

for him when he arrived at the previous job was a cheque, 

made out in Arthur's name, for the amount originally agreed 

upon for the job plus the cost of the extra sand and pavers. 

There was nothing to compensate us for our added costs, time 

or trouble in organising the materials to finish the job. 

According to Arthur, the owner was 'a real bastard' and 'a 

dick-head.' We had raced around and made more work for 

ourselves trying to make sure that a cash payment could be 

easily accommodated, and had even dropped several hints to 

the owner about our preferred mode of payment, only to be 

paid with a cheque made out in Arthur's name. It was in 

considerable anger that Arthur summed up the situation: 

I feel like I've been stiffed. All that running around 
and what do we get to show for it? I even have to go 
back to pick up the bloody cheque. What would it have 
cost him to just leave the cash for us? He's not going 
to get any deduction for that; he can't claim it on his 
tax; he doesn't even have to declare to anyone that he 
paid anything for the job. No one gives a bloody damn 
about it. I'll tell you, mate, being a subbie means you 
get stuffed around on the bloody job and stuffed around 
when you want to get paid. I don't know why I bother. 

Together, we returned to work and turned our attentions away 
from the last job and to the present one. We were now 

working for a builder and knew in advance what we would be 

paid if all went well, how we would be paid and how much tax 

would be deducted. There was no question of getting cash for 

this job. Rather than worrying about the mode of payment, we 
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turned our attentions to the other subbies we were 

encountering on site and talked with them about money. 

Talking About Money 

It is 'money' that is publicly much talked about by 

subbies of different trades or teams and not the specific 

amounts of any particular exchange. Specific amounts paid 

for any job are the business of subbie and builder and 

rarely does discussion of these figures become public. The 

only specific amounts which are regularly discussed among 

subbies not regularly working together are the costs of 

doing business; the costs of materials, petrol or tools. 

These figures are all a matter of public record — the cost 

of a new power tool, wheelbarrow or even several bags of 

cement can be calculated very accurately by virtually anyone 

working 'in the game.' As publicly available knowledge, 

these amounts can be discussed without revealing any of the 

private business of how much money is being earned. 

When subbies from different trades or teams meet and 

their talk turns to business, it is money in the context of 

their shared interest in the business of building that is 

talked about and not money in general. 'The building game' 

here provides a symbolic boundary for formulating their 

shared interest. Topics which do appear regularly in talk 

about money among subbies include questions of 'making 

money' and 'not making any money' for work done, of how much 

money is or was 'around' at any time — as in statements 

such as 'there wasn't any money around then' or 'there's a 

lot of money around right now' — and of 'chasing' or 'not 

chasing' money when payment is owed for a job already 
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completed. This talk of money in its various forms rather 

than as specific amounts is certainly an aspect of the 

'shiftiness' that subbies usually credit to everyone working 

regularly in building, insofar as it allows for a discussion 

of significant information made public and shared without 

requiring any disclosure of that which is deemed private or 

personal. When particular amounts are mentioned by subbies, 

it is most commonly the case that they are talking about 

general trends in building — such as working for 'a hundred 

dollars a day' — referring to someone else's money or 

simply lying about precisely how much they are earning. 

While this talk is somewhat anonymous it is, of course, talk 

which is sensitive to other more general concerns shared by 

subbies. Talk of money is publicly carried out in general 

terms; the specifics of particular financial exchanges are 

negotiated between subbie and builder, or owner, and 

maintained as the private business of the parties to the 

deal. The talk of money may be shared but not the knowledge 

of the amounts alluded to in this talk. 

My account of the way subbies talk money does not 

depend on being able to produce "accurate" economic accounts 

of the specifics of subbies' incomes. In their everyday 

interactions with each other such detailed information is 

publicly absent. It is, of course, of considerable private 

interest to each subbie but this is not the stuff of public 

conversation and disclosure. Such private knowledge is not 

necessary for the account of the way subbies represent their 

economic concerns that I present here. Indeed, insofar as 

subbies are loathe to make public personal economic 
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information, except to those who are particularly close to 

them, usually through working together, the chances of being 

able to collect and produce figures which are both accurate 

and in some way representative are severely limited. I found 

it socially impossible to collect such material during my 

fieldwork. Accordingly, my concern here is less with the 

mathematics of economics and more with the cultural 

dimension of organising and understanding the cultural 

representations of money offered by subbies. 

Money and Motivation 

Through talking of money subbies who do not know each 

other well can establish a way of understanding what their 

relationship might be. They can establish some cultural 

grounds or basis for their interaction. For those who do 

know each other well, through long association in the 

building game, talk of money can maintain or alter their 

relationship according to what is said. Talk of money allows 

subbies to make statements about their place in the building 

industry, about their commitments and the sorts of work and 

jobs they find satisfying. This talk provides what C. Wright 

Mills identified as a "vocabulary of motives," a way of 

publicly representing the reasons for behaviour and belief 

(1940:904-13). This talk does so without requiring any 

public revelation of the explicit details of any particular 

financial transaction. It is talk of money, not of amount. 

Speaking for his three mates and himself, Jerry, a 

roofing carpenter, once explained to me, as just another 

subbie on site rather than as an anthropologist, in terms he 

clearly expected I would understand without difficulty: 
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We're in it for the money, mate. That's the entire 
story. I'll tell you, if it didn't pay a good quid I 
wouldn't be here today — not would these blokes 
[Indicating the rest of his team]. Bloody hell, I'm not 
doing this for fun, you know. 

Jerry doesn't tell me how much money -- the precise amount 

— he is making for doing the job on which I met him. The 

concern he expresses here is not for any particular amount; 

it is for a way of working; a way of making sense of 

building; a way of orienting himself and his mates to their 

shared work. Furthermore, in this brief extract from a 

longer conversation one can also read Jerry's claim to 

another identity: he is a "Dinky-Di" (genuine) Australian. 

Although he was a young man when I talked with him, all of 

about twenty-five years old, his use of 'quid' to represent 

money is a common feature of many old and young Australians 

who use it to mark the cultural and social distinctiveness 

of Australia, particularly in the "golden age," the era 

before the mid-1960s and the shift to a decimal currency. 

Even though he was born after this shift in currency the 

harkening back to the earlier marker of 'quid' establishes 

his cultural claim and ties to a way of life and a set of 

values that extends beyond the life of any single 

individual. The use of 'quid' or 'quids' used by some 

Australians in this way constitutes a verbal registering of 

a culturally distinctive Australian identity. Jerry's accent 

marks his usage as Australian rather than English and the 

use of the word 'quid' simultaneously opposes his Australian 

identity to any other cultural identity influenced by the 

United States and its decimal currency. In part, I helped to 

produce this assertion of Jerry's Australian identity as an 
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aspect of my relationship to him. I could talk the talk of 

building alright -- insofar as I knew all the right words --

but my Canadian accent never disappeared. Here, Jerry's 

choice of 'quid' indicates a difference in vocabulary and 

accent; because the word easily predates my arrival and 

marks a time when Australia was a far more culturally 

homogeneous society, it establishes an integrity for Jerry's 

asserted identity as Australian. 

This brief interaction between myself and Jerry is in 

many ways unremarkable. It is, however, the very 

unremarkableness of Jerry's comment, its typicality, that 

leads me to remark upon it here. His expectation that I 

would accept and understand his comment without difficulty 

is clear from his lack of elaboration. He simply makes an 

assertion and then, as our conversation moves on, shifts his 

attention to another topic. There Is no need to be more 

specific on his part; as someone else involved in building I 

should be able to read his remarks adequately for co

ordinating any purpose we might share. To be 'in it for the 

money' is an entirely acceptable public motivation for 

working among subbies. Once noted in this way it can be 

left, usually unquestioned and taken for granted. It is, 

after all, almost the required motivation for full-blooded 

involvement in a capitalist, market-driven economy such as 

that of building in Western Australia. Such a motivation is 

not in itself seen as unscrupulous by subbies, although 

there are some subbies who are said to go 'over the top' and 

become too 'money mad' or 'hungry for money.' 

While talk of money can constitute identification with 

the market nature of building, an acceptance of the way work 
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should be carried out, organised and motivated, it can also 

be used to oppose such an identification, while talk may 

still be of money, this is not talk which places money as 

the motivational key for involvement. Instead of money being 

at the core, here it is the job which is given pride of 

place. Emphasis is given to the craft involved and the 

complexity of the job rather than merely the financial 

reward at the end. 

Sitting in the pub enjoying a beer with Tom, a 

carpenter, after visiting a potential job that he had 

declined even to quote on, because he said it was 'not my 

sort of work, you know,' Tom noted: 

I'm not in it for the bloody money, mate. There's an 
awful lot easier ways of making a living than this. I'm 
happy as long as I can make enough money to get by on, 
and I don't need a whole lot, you know, and choose the 
jobs I want to do.I don't want to work for just anybody 
or on just any job, Phil. I want to be able to choose 
which jobs I do, which ones I think are interesting to 
do. I want to be known for the work that I do, not just 
by the fact that I'm hungry for money or something. 

Tom enjoyed working on renovations and new construction that 
used innovative or recycled materials in interesting ways. 

For him it was a challenge to create interesting buildings 

and in the course of meeting this challenge he was able, he 

said, to use all his skill as a carpenter, he was not 

willing to be rushed by the need to produce as much work as 

possible to get paid as much as possible; instead he 

accentuated the need to enjoy what he was doing and the need 

to be creative in the use of his abilities. He did not want 

to be seen as 'money hungry.' 

When Tom talked of carpentry he talked of it as a 

craft, and not merely as a trade. He still found it 
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necessary to Identify his way of working in relationship to 

money, but this was not a hunt for as much as possible. For 

Tom it was a matter of making enough money to be allowed to 

continue working on the sorts of jobs he valued and at the 

pace he believed was productive of good quality work. Even 

if a subbie decides he is not going to be 'in it for the 

money' it is still virtually necessary to assert a public 

motivation cast in terms of money. 

Amongst subbies it is usual to represent someone else's 

motivation as being simply to earn as much money as 

possible. To stress commitment to the values of being a 

craftsman is always a possibility, of course, but it is not 

one which is ordinarily or without good cause attributed to 

others. As subbies usually wait and respond to the actions 

of others rather than publicly worrying about the causes of 

any particular action — that is, they privilege performance 

over motivation — it is a profit motive which is generally 

represented and accepted as normal. An individual must work 

to distance himself from this representation, should he so 

desire . 

Money and Situated Actions 

Between the culturally constructed and accepted 

"vocabularies of motive" enunciated by Tom and Jerry is a 

continuum of positions which can be attributed to oneself or 

others as motivations for action in building. This 

vocabulary of motives is not causal but rather a 

representation of culturally accepted and often 

retrospective "reasons" for behaviour. Such motives account 

for "situated actions" (Mills 1940) insofar as no individual 
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is necessarily held to a single motivation for all time; the 

particular motivation may be negotiated anew in each 

interaction, particularly when the norm is not being 

accepted. Motivations provide a way of understanding the 

link between biography and event (McHugh et al 1974:39) 

who does what and why they do it. When motivations are not 

publicly announced in building, as Is the more common case, 

it is usual for others privately to assume purely financial 

interests as linking any Individual, be he subbie, builder 

or owner, and his actions. However, this assumed motivation 

is not accepted as culturally sufficient among subbies who, 

in the end, must deal with the results of performances 

rather than the motivations for them. Little time is spent 

publicly speculating about the possible motivations of 

others in building as most subbies adopt a "wait and see" 

attitude to the actions of others. For subbies, then, the 

understanding of links between biography and event, 

individual and action, are emergent and formulated 

processually rather than structurally. In building, 

representing oneself and understanding others privileges 

action over speech and thereby maintains an emphasis on what 

is done rather than said. Individuals can, after all, 

misrepresent their motivations. On a job it is actions which 

must be co-ordinated, not words or reasons. In this, subbies 

are not so different from economists. In the discipline of 

economics the motivations of Individuals are either ruled 

out of any analysis, so that it is only their actions which 

are dealt with, or else all motivation is deemed to be that 

of "economic man" working to maximise personal reward. 
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The vocabularies of motive in building deal in situated 

actions rather than classes of action because, as subbies 

are regularly dealing with other subbies whom they do not 

know well, there is little concern for consistency in 

represented motives. As the social organisation of 

subcontracting is labile and self-liquidating, motivation 

becomes indexical. Shifts in proclaimed motivation are not 

commonly remarked on publicly by other subbies. In not being 

commented on publicly, these perceived differences or 

changes in motivation do not normally lead to open conflict 

on building sites. They may be noted privately and discussed 

among other teams of witnessing subbies but there is no 

socially or culturally recognised need for consistency. For 

the short period of time during which their biographies 

intersect on a building site most subbies can accommodate 

themselves to, and co-ordinate their work with, other 

subbies who may be motivated in very different ways. In 

recognising a difference between "saying" and "doing" 

subbies accept that verbal accounts of the activities of 

both themselves and others will.be produced while, at the 

same time, acknowledging that such accounts must not be 

accepted naively as accurate representations. For subbies, 

what is done on a building site is more important than what 

is said. Subbies pay attention to nuances in the talk about 

money because such talk may reveal something of what to 

expect in ensuing performance and some notion of what to 

expect is better than nothing. However, nuances lead only to 

speculation and this speculation is usually maintained as 

private rather than as public business. While saying may 

indeed be a mode of doing (Paine 1981), the disjunction 
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between words and actions leaves room to mislead or lie. in 

building it is common to hear that 'subbies are the 

shiftiest bastards in the world,' often with the rider to 

the effect that 'only builders are worse,' and that their 

words are definitely not to be trusted. 

When talk is of money and not specific amounts, 

individuals can represent themselves or others as being 

financially motivated, eager and hungry for work, keen to 

make a quid; or, alternatively, they can indicate that their 

concern is to produce craftsman-like work with a concern for 

the quality of the work done, a value that is most often 

seen as diametrically opposed to working for some specified 

quantity of money than can be potentially earned. 

'Chasing Money' 

No matter how a subbie chooses to represent his 

motivation for working, be it in terms of the quality or 

quantity of work done, he must at some time become concerned 

with receiving payment for his work. This is true whether he 

has been working 'on a price' or 'for wages,' on a 'supply 

and fix' basis or simply on a 'fix' basis. Just as a steady 

'flow of work' is seen as an accomplishment, rather than as 

an expected or taken-for-granted outcome for a subbie, so 

too is getting paid. Getting paid does not necessarily 

follow the completion of a job in an unproblematic way. 

Every subbie I have ever met has had at least one story or, 

more commonly, a set of similar stories about not getting 

paid for work done. These include accounts of builders 

either going bankrupt or into receivership, as Mansard 
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Designed for Living did in 1988. Mansard, a major builder of 

project homes in Western Australia and Queensland, left two 

subbies I once worked with out of pocket for 'a lot of 

money' — I found out later, once the subbies had virtually 

written off any hope of collecting on the debt, that the 

amount was almost $2,000 each. By the time I learned the 

details of their predicament, the subbies expected that they 

would be 'very lucky to ever see 10 cents on the dollar.' No 

longer were they actively 'chasing' the money; they were 

merely waiting passively to see what would come of the 

matter. 

While Mansard went into receivership in 1988, leaving 

my two mates short of money, it was only a few years earlier 

that Mansard had been performing very well and was expanding 

from a solid economic base in Western Australia into 

Queensland (WA 14 July 1984). In 1984 this expansion was 

against the general trend of the building industry in Perth 

where four construction companies had collapsed with 

combined debts estimated as being "over $4 million" (WA 12 

June 1984). One subbie who had done some earthmoving work 

for all four companies was reportedly owed over $40,000 

(ibid.). One report of the four companies going into 

receivership noted that "The frequency of the appointment of 

receivers is proof that, ... things are not well in the 

industry" (ibid.). The builders or construction companies 

who pay subbies may struggle in good times as well as bad 

times. This leaves subbies in a position where they must 

always be on guard about getting paid and how much they are 

owed at any time by one company or individual. 

More common In the 'cottage industry' are stories of 
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having to 'chase money'; the search for the builder who owes 

you money and the attempts to extract it from him. 'Chasing 

money' can, as a subbie once put it to me, 'take as long as 

doing the bloody work.' This is time spent not earning money 

but trying to collect that which is already owed for work 

completed. To be 'chasing money' is to retain hope that the 

money will be paid. To end the chase before the money is 

received is to 'give it away' -- to have done the job for 

nothing and to accept the debt as money that will never be 

collected. All subbies have stories of how particular 

builders beat them for money, ... once. To finally accept 

that the money will not be realised is to reach the point 

where an absolute determination of the character of the 

person owing the money can be made. No longer need an 

assessment of the moral motivation be deferred; the 

performance reveals that, in what is certainly the most 

common phrasing of this determination, 'the bloke is a real 

dick-head.' 

Legal means for recovering money not paid for a job 

done are available to subbies, as they are to everyone in 

Australian society. Subbies do not commonly use these legal 

channels as resources in their 'chase' for money owed. While 

the courts may be used relatively inexpensively for matters 

such as this, subbies do not calculate the cost of 

recovering money owed in terms of the expense alone. Without 

the expertise of how to deal with court procedures, and not 

being willing to invest the time to develop the expertise, 

subbies tend to see the courts and legal means of redress as 

not being a viable way of recovering their money. They are 
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not great believers in the ability of the courts to 'do the 

right thing' by them because the courts, like other 

professionals and bureaucrats, do not really understand 'the 

game.' Subbies deal with individuals in their working lives 

and are accustomed to taking care of themselves rather than 

looking to someone else, such as the court, to do this for 

them. 

For a subbie to represent either himself or another 

subbie as 'chasing money' is to suggest that some agreed 

upon payment has not been received. 'Chasing money' is not a 

statement about the absolute amount of money that is owed. A 

subbie's 'books,' his records of accounts are his own 

private business. Knowledge of their contents is kept 

between the subbie, his accountant and the government tax 

man. I have on a couple of occasions been offered the 

•books' of subbies I have been working with. This was 

done,in part, to show me how much work it takes to keep a 

set of books and, in part, so I could see the nature of the 

lying that can go into the keeping of books. [1] To speak of 

'chasing money' notes a condition, not an amount of money to 

be chased. The times I have heard subbies state particular 

amounts, which are taken to be accurate, are confined to 

situations where the chase is called off. Once it has been 

accepted that the money has been lost, that the work has 

been done for no payment, then a subbie may speak the truth 

in terms of how much has been lost. Even on these occasions 

it is not possible to know if the subbie is telling the 

truth or not, or what the amount lost includes — just wages 

or wages and materials. Subbies chase builders or owners for 

particular amounts but discuss this process with other 
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subbies as merely 'chasing money.' 

The "circulation of money" is a common way of phrasing 

the way that money moves through our economy. When subbies 

talk of 'chasing money' they are dealing with this 

circulation, but they deal with circulation in a way which 

emphasises the volition of the individuals involved rather 

than the mere movement of any currency. This is accomplished 

by giving emphasis to the troublesome problems encountered 

in circulating money: cash does not circulate easily, often 

it must be 'chased.' Money is not represented as moving 

itself in building. The movement or circulation of money is 

accomplished by individuals and occurs according to the 

intentions of individuals. To constitute this circulation as 

'chasing money' is to emphasise that, in the building game 

at least, it is individuals who are responsible for the 

circulation of money. Subbies do not attribute thie 

circulation of money to any inherent capacity or quality of 

money itself. It is individuals who choose how to make the 

currency move. 

Getting Paid 

Subbies are concerned a great deal about getting paid 

for their work. When working on a building site, a subbie 

will listen for any nuance in the talk of owner, builder or 

other subbies which might affect his Income. Some very small 

observations can be used to illuminate this large problem. 

Talk is certainly not identical to knowledge for subbies, 

but for the most part the information provided in verbal 

encounters is all they have to go on before an action is 
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completed. 

Arthur and I were doing about ten days work brick-

paving the driveway, swimming pool area and footpaths for 

the owner of a new house. We watched with interest as the 

interior of the house was slowly finished, talking to the 

various trades as they arrived on site about what they were 

doing and the quality of the merchandise they were using. 

The owners were installing good quality fittings throughout. 

For Arthur, this was a sign that they were good for our 

money. When I asked him why he was taking such an interest 

in things that were well beyond our concern on the job he 

responded by noting of the owners that: 'They seem like good 

people, but you've got to be careful. I don't want to be 

working for nothing, you know.' 

On Thursday, the carpet layers arrived with their 

materials and Arthur became visibly nervous: they were 

laying used carpets, not soiled in any way, but certainly 

not new. He wondered aloud to me about this several times 

during the day — 'Why would you spend all that money on a 

house like this and then lay used bloody carpets? Something 

isn't right here.' He finally concluded that he would ask 

the owner for a 'draw' or a 'sub' (an advance) on our money 

for the job. 

That evening as we were clearing up the owner appeared 

on site to look at the work done that day and Arthur asked 

him about 'the chance of getting some money' on Friday. The 

owner quickly agreed and gave us a time when he would be 

around the next afternoon with a cheque. Arthur did not stop 

worrying with this assurance -- 'what do you expect him to 

say, "No"? Besides, it'll be too late to get to the bank if 
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he isn't spot on time.' 

We got our 'draw' on Friday afternoon, a cheque for the 

work we had already completed, and had plenty of time to 

make it to the owner's bank to cash it and then to Arthur's 

bank to deposit it. Afterwards, in the pub, Arthur was 

pleased that the cheque had appeared on time and that we had 

been able to cash and deposit it with no trouble; but he was 

still not entirely sure about whether the owner was to be 

relied upon or not. The question of the used carpets in the 

new house still troubled him. He would defer judgement about 

the owner's character throughout the job, waiting and 

reading any available signs of the financial condition and 

keen to make sure that he organised another 'draw' for the 

following Friday, before we finished the entire job. In this 

case Arthur did what subbies regularly do: he monitored 

everything he could about the job we were working on in 

order to gain as much information as he could about the 

condition of the finances of the owner. He made small bits 

of information speak to his concern by interpreting the 

events he witnessed. As soon as one piece of this 

information did not fit he made his move and asked about a 

'draw* on our payment in as nice a manner as he possibly 

could. 

A 'draw' or a 'sub' is an advance on the final payment 

for a completed job and its payment is common in building 

work. Subbies do not much like having to wait too long for 

their money. The longer a subbie works without seeing some 

payment, and hence the more the builder owes, the greater 

becomes the amount of money put in doubt should anything go 
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wrong, A 'draw' or 'sub' puts less money in doubt by 

allowing the subbie access to a portion of his earnings 

before the job Is concluded. 

When payment is expected regularly every Friday 

afternoon, it is rare for a subbie to be paid for all the 

work he has done that week. There are, of course, 

exceptions, as with granos (concrete-layers) who are paid by 

the job and whose jobs are usually of shorter duration than 

those of carpenters or bricklayers. For granos and others 

whose jobs are of such short temporal duration it is more 

common for an invoice to be left with the builder and for 

the builder to send out a cheque, ideally within the week. 

For those subbies whose jobs take longer to complete, 

payment is made in terms of other time frames. When work is 

done for a small builder, rather than a major project home 

developer, a subbie will expect to be paid weekly, every 

Friday afternoon. A major builder of project homes may be 

able to insist on fortnightly payments, often made by cheque 

sent to the subbies through the mail. To work for a small 

builder, then, is to be paid less money at any one time and 

to be paid more often but also to have less security. It is 

much easier for a small builder to become bankrupt or refuse 

payment than it is for a major builder. While the subbie 

waits longer for his earnings when working for a large 

builder, this does not generate greater uncertainty about 

receiving money due. The major home building companies are 

fairly secure and good for the money. With larger companies 

there is also usually some chance of continuity of work. 

There is, then, less uncertainty about being paid when 

working for these companies, a situation which they would 
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appear to use by making subbies wait for their money more 

than other builders find it possible. 

When doing small one-off jobs for an owner or small 

builder a subbie will often ask to be paid as soon as his 

work is completed. This allows a subbie who is not 

continuing to work for the builder to quit the relationship 

immediately. When Arthur had to return to the owner's house 

to pick up our cheque, when we were being 'stuffed around,' 

he was angry not just because it was not made out to 'Cash' 

but also because it meant we had not completed our 

relationship with the owner when we finished the work. In 

having to return to collect our payment for the job we were 

forced to keep worrying about that job while we worked on 

the next one. When jobs are small and done quickly, in under 

a day or two, a subbie can find himself spending almost as 

much time collecting the money owed as it took to do the 

job. In a working world where "time is money" is a common 

sentiment, this is an undesirable situation. 

Whether working for a small builder, an owner-builder 

or a major builder, a subbie is virtually never paid all 

that is owed to him at one time. When subcontracting for 

wages for a small builder, a subbie is normally paid on each 

Friday afternoon, but the period of payment is only ever 

from Thursday to Thursday. The builder always holds one 

day's pay so that the subbie cannot 'shoot through' and take 

another job with someone else before he has finished with 

the current builder. In such cases, the subbie must 'chase' 

the builder for the final day's pay and commonly will not 

see the money. A major builder who pays fortnightly holds a 
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similar sort of position; a subbie who 'shoots through' will 

not normally receive his money without an extra effort, a 

'chase,' that often writes off such money as being too 

difficult to collect. 

For subbies who work 'on a price' the situation is 

similar, though different. It is these subbies who request 

the 'draw' at the end of a week's work when the job is not 

yet complete. Both subbies and builders worry about such 

draws. The subbie reads the draw as an indicator of the 

solvency of the builder and the builder's satisfaction with 

work completed. The builder is concerned that the subbie may 

be trying to deceive him in some way and take more money 

than he has given work. I have heard numerous tales of 

subbies who were working 'on a price' doing just this. 

When allowing a 'draw' the builder commonly tries not 

to pay the subbie for all the work completed to date. To pay 

a subbie all that he is owed is generally recognised as 

inviting trouble. Even subbies recognise that this is the 

case. Among brickies this is at times described as 

•overdrawing on the bricks and shooting through.' A builder 

'counts up' how many bricks a brickie, or team of brickies, 

have laid and pays a draw based on a figure less than this. 

In other words, the builder tries to 'hold back' some of the 

subbies' money so that there is an incentive for the subbies 

to return the following week and finish the work they have 

started. There are, of course, many ways that the brickies 

will try to make the count appear to be in their favour if 

it is their Intention to 'overdraw and shoot through.' No 

builder will count every brick laid. Often it is a matter of 

knowing how many bricks have been delivered to a job and 
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then counting how many remain on site, simple subtraction 

then provides the number of bricks laid. 

While I have never been asked to do it myself, I have 

heard numerous stories about brickies' labourers being given 

the task of 'burying bricks.' Quite literally, the labourer 

is expected to dig a hole and bury unused 'quarter packs' of 

bricks. This changes the calculations about how many bricks 

have been laid and the subbies can 'shoot through' with all 

their money. I have also heard similar stories in which 

builders measure the surface areas of completed walls and 

then, knowing how many bricks are found per square metre, 

calculate the number of bricks laid. Often in doing this 

•measuring up' a builder will put a chalk mark, an "X" or 

some other sign, on the wall to indicate it has been 

measured. I have heard stories of brickies working as a team 

where one goes around with the builder doing the measuring 

while another follows behind and rubs out the "X" so that 

the same wall can be counted and paid for twice. Builders 

are on the look-out for "sharp" practices like this but 

subbies do sometimes come out ahead. 

It is also the case that for some jobs builders will 

try to 'hold' money on their subbies. This is particularly 

the case where the job is quite large and where the subbies 

may be able to earn quite a bit of their money during the 

early stages of the work. On virtually any job where the 

subbie is paid for the job there is a time during the work 

when the subbie can accomplish a great deal of the work. It 

often takes some time to get into the work at the beginning, 

the laying out or the job and the setting up of the tools to 
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do the job, and the finishing off stage is also quite 

extended. However, during the middle period on a job a great 

deal of work can be visibly completed in quite a short time 

span. Should a builder pay the subbie for this work as it is 

completed, it is quite likely that the subbie will 'shoot 

through' and be gone. Builders cope with this by 'holding' 

money on the subbies. This money is often referred to as 

'the retention.' On multiple story jobs, for example, a 

builder will 'hold* or 'retain' a percentage of the money 

earned on the bottom floors, floors on which the work can be 

done quite easily, and will progressively lessen the amount 

retained as the job goes up. There is, then, an incentive 

for the subbies to see the job through and to do all the 

work on it if they want to see the money that has been 

withheld. On such jobs many subbies attempt to find ways of 

'overdrawing' so that they can get out of it or else merely 

calculate their income in terms of the money they actually 

see and ignore the 'retention' as being money they are 

unlikely ever to receive. When such money is paid it is, as 

one subbie once put it: 'Like a gift, mate, like a bloody 

gift. ' 

Subbies' concern about getting paid for work done 

comprises a concern with the velocity of payment. Getting 

paid is not simply a matter of receiving money for work 

done. Getting paid is this, but subbies also understand 

getting paid as indicating much more about the state of the 

industry. It is In the way money is paid, the timing of the 

payments or the speed with which payments are forthcoming, 

that subbies use in part to interpret the current condition 

of their industry. When work is scarce subbies are willing 
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to gamble on getting paid, willing to work for total 

strangers from whom payment is unsure. Subbies desire quick 

payment when working on such jobs and will put more effort 

into chasing their money. When work is plentiful most 

builders are concerned to keep the subbies they have working 

for them happy, in order to maintain a supply of labour. A 

subbie is more secure about getting paid regularly in such 

conditions and is likely to be less concerned with the 

velocity of payment. 

'Making Money' 

Arthur and I were busy preparing the trenches for some 

concrete footings for two flower boxes and a wall of glass 

bricks we were going to erect in front of a small West Perth 

business. We had worked hard all morning, digging out the 

footings, hammering in pegs to measure the desired height of 

the concrete so that the walls would 'work bricks' 

without having to make time consuming 'cuts' for every 

course we laid -- and 'measuring up' the exact size of our 

trenches to order the right amount of concrete. I had done 

my part in all this, using my back, while Arthur used his 

mind to make the calculations of how much concrete we 

needed. We raced the clock that afternoon, for concrete 

companies do not dispatch trucks after 3 o'clock. At about 

2:45 pm Arthur 'shot off to find a public telephone and 

place our order while I cleaned up the site, washed out the 

wheelbarrow and generally got the tools ready for the pour. 

Arthur returned a short while later, parked his ute in front 

of the job to make a space for the delivery truck when it 
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appeared, and we sat down to have a cup of tea. All too soon 

for my liking the truck arrived and we were back at work. 

Many delivery drivers for concrete firms are, or have 

been, employed on a subcontract basis, getting paid for the 

concrete delivered each day. Delivery drivers well 

understand the difficulties of the subbies to whom they 

deliver while, at the same time, they push to make the 

delivery as fast as possible. As we started the pour I was 

on the wheelbarrow and Arthur was on the shovel, me 

straining my back and Arthur spreading the concrete I poured 

into the trenches, making sure we found the pegs and kept 

the concrete level. The site was a difficult one in terms of 

my access to the trenches and the places from which I had to 

pour. We had laid out a complicated series of plank ramps to 

get me to the places from which I had to pour, but this 

route included some turns which were difficult to negotiate 

and required me to pour full barrows of concrete from very 

awkward angles. Several times I almost lost the load I was 

carrying, barely managing to right the wheelbarrow before 

concrete was spread far and wide across the footpath. 

In 'the building game,' it is commonly said that the 

blokes who deliver concrete quickly recognise inexperienced 

workers. Many subbies claim that these blokes play a game 

with those who are inexperienced by over-filling the 

wheelbarrow and watching the struggle. I had experienced 

this once before, on a previous job we had done, and believe 

I was being treated the same way again. After one 

particularly difficult load Arthur could take it no longer 

and traded places with me. He handled the wheelbarrow like 

the master he is, manoeuvering it into and through difficult 
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conditions with apparent ease, making me appear even more 

inexperienced by comparison. Finally, while watching me 

struggle with the shovel, he explained to the delivery bloke 

that I wasn't a 'real' labourer at all; I was just some 

"Uni" student trying to understand what it was like to live 

and work as a subbie. The bloke was not surprised and he 

quickly advised Arthur that: 'The first thing he'll have to 

do is to learn to work for no bloody money.• With this he 

and Arthur had a good laugh together, and only when they had 

finished their laugh was I told the joke. I grinned and kept 

on with the job I was trying to do. 

As we finished the job that night, and saw the delivery 

truck off with the usual 'See ya later, mate,' Arthur 

repeated the driver's remark and made sure that I had heard 

it clearly. Over the next few days Arthur came back to this 

remark several times, when we were alone together and when 

we were in the company of other subbies, each time making 

sure that I had caught the meaning of it. After a few weeks 

the novelty of the remark had worn off and between the two 

of us it passed into virtual disuse. It became a story or 

event to be revived now and then, when some point was to be 

made or some understanding to be made clear. Even now, 

several years later, one of us will still occasionally 

recall this remark and feed it into our conversation about 

the nature of building work. 

Similar representations about the earnings a subbie can 

expect from working in the building industry are common. In 

various ways, these representations mark a distinction 

between 'making money' and 'not making any money.' While 
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this distinction may appear to be quite straightforward, it 

is not. To work 'for no bloody money' is another way of 

expressing that one is 'not making any money.' This is not 

to be understood literally, but as a statement which 

requires an understanding of the way money is talked about 

among subbies. 

To be able to assert that one is 'making money' or 'not 

making any money' (as in 'working for no bloody money') in a 

fashion which can be understood by others in building 

requires an interpretation of the 'going rate' by the subbie 

making the claim. The 'going rate' at any given time is not 

some statistical average or mathematical mean. It is not 

arrived at by adding up all the payments made to subbies 

throughout Perth -- or W.A. or Australia -- and then 

dividing the total by the number of subbies. There is no 

central authority for subbies in the building game which 

proclaims a 'going rate' in the way there is for organised 

labour. National "award conditions" spell out clearly what a 

tradesman must be paid and the conditions of his employment. 

For subbies, 'the going rate,' is arrived at through the 

discussions which subbies have with each other about money, 

the amounts an individual has received for the recent jobs 

he has done, and often a close reading of the morning 

newspaper. From this incomplete and misleading information 

each subbie formulates what he considers to be the 'going 

rate.' Often proclaimed publicly in talk with others, this 

is his representation of 'the going rate' that subbies are 

getting at the particular time. While this figure may be 

individually proclaimed it is commonly done so in a social 

context in which the reasons for arriving at the figure are 
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not given. In every talk only the figure of the 'going rate' 

need be given. In this way a subbie does not have to reveal 

what he is currently earning. 

Peter Blau, in his volume Exchange and Power In Social 

Life, made much of the difference between a "going rate" and 

a "fair rate" of exchange (1964: 143-167). In essence, the 

distinction Is that going rates constitute "expectations" or 

"anticipations" concerning the rate of exchange — mere 

economic calculations -- whereas a fair rate constitutes a 

"moral" understanding of the nature of the exchange (1964: 

155-156). Blau notes of "fair rates" of exchange that: 

...since fairness is a social norm that prescribes just 
treatment as a moral principle, third parties in the 
community will disapprove of a person who deals 
unfairly with others under his power, whereas the one 
whose dealings are just and fair earns social approval 
(1964: 157). 

Recognition of whether a rate of exchange is fair or not 

Involves a moral judgement being made by a community. It is 

this public, community-based approval or disapproval which 

determines the fairness of a rate of exchange. However, this 

public knowledge and subsequent evaluation is not always 

socially possible. The social conditions which allow for 

such judgements are not always present. 

Among subbies, the difference between going and fair 

rates of exchange tends to be collapsed into a single 

calculation -- represented as the 'going rate.' As the 

building industry is economically volatile, with the amount 

of work and prices always fluctuating, the 'going rate' 

tends to be represented as being a 'fair rate.' There is no 

room here for a "moral" judgement about this rate to be 

collectively asserted and maintained. Moral evaluations tend 
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to be individual judgements, the preserve of the individual 

subbie or builder. The only situations in which this is not 

the case are those instances when a set of subbies sharing a 

building site may assent to some moral evaluation as though 

it constitutes a collective decision. 

There certainly are occasions when subbies will quibble 

about this collapse of the going rate and the fair rate. 

Brickies, for example, will recall that some years ago they 

used to be paid per thousand bricks laid about the same 

amount as the thousand bricks cost. However, when I did my 

fieldwork, brickies were only receiving about half the cost 

of the bricks for laying a thousand bricks. They may 

recognise that their rates have not kept up with the cost of 

bricks but such a claim does not win them more money. It is 

not made in the context of some collective fight for higher 

rates but in a debate about how poorly off they have become. 

While this claim was made I heard no one evaluate whether or 

not they were 'making money' or not in terms of it. 

Evaluations concerning whether or not you are 'making money' 

are made in terms of the perceived 'going rate.* To be 

•making money' is to be receiving more than the 'going rate' 

and to be 'working for no bloody money' is to accept that 

the best one can expect to do in the long term is make the 

'going rate. ' 

When work becomes scarce in building and the 'going 

rate' drops, subbies talk of 'buying work' or 'buying a job' 

just to keep busy. It is not just that they are 'not making 

any money' on work like this, it is that they represent 

themselves as spending money to stay in work. In 'buying 
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work,' a subbie offers, or accepts, a rate of pay at what he 

considers to be below the 'going rate.' subbies 'buy' work 

with their labour rather than with money. The terms for such 

purchases are not made public to other subbies -- but among 

subbies the act of 'buying work' can be talked about. 

In their attempts to establish some understanding of 

the 'going rate' at any time subbies want to know more than 

just what others in their trade are earning. They also 

search for information concerning what other trades are 

earning. In order to translate the information from 

different trades into comparable terms, subbies talk of how 

much per day they are earning. When I first began my 

fieldwork in the mid-1980s the general talk was that $100 a 

day was the 'going rate.' By the time I had finished, 

subbies were talking about $120 or $125 per day as the 

'going rate.' In early 1990, the 'going rate' is about $90 a 

day, with subbies who a short time ago were earning $150 a 

day now accepting $90 as the 'going rate.' 

All the subbies I have ever talked to would like to 

earn more than they do -- even those who maintain that their 

motivation for working 'on the tools' is not just pecuniary. 

However, this desire is not represented as a concern about a 

'fair rate' of pay. With the fluctuation of the economy felt 

particularly severely in the building industry, there 

appears to be an acceptance that the 'going rate' is somehow 

what is fair. Most subbies I met during fieldwork did not 

even know the wages set as the national award for their 

trade. Their calculations about what constituted the 'going 

rate' were not based on this comparison. 

The 'going rate' in building is a cultural calculation, 
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made individually but proclaimed publicly in terms of how 

much per day the subbies are 'getting.' The figures so 

proclaimed need not match up all across Perth. On different 

building sites and with different subbies present, different 

figures may be given voice as the 'going rate.' Subbies see 

no need for consistency across encounters. Each interaction 

and each proclamation becomes information to be used by all 

present in their own determination of what may be accepted 

as the 'going rate.' It is against this virtually anonymous 

figure that 'making money' or 'not making' money can be 

calculated. The talk of going rates thus publicly dominates 

the private concern of actual rates. 

I learned that to be 'working for no bloody money' is 

not the same as to be earning no income. The phrases 'making 

money' and 'not making any money,' along with the various 

other ways this can be indicated, are phrases which assume 

some understanding of the current 'going rate' in building 

and address the question of income in comparison to this the 

'going rate.' To be earning about the same as everyone else 

working in building is to be 'making no money;' to be paid 

more than about the same as everyone else working in 

building is to be 'making money.' As the 'going rate' 

fluctuates so to do the amounts which constitute 'making 

money' or 'not making money.' For example, a subbie can be 

'making money' when he makes $120 a day and the going rate 

is $90 a day and can be 'not making any money' when he makes 

$120 a day and the going rate is about $120 a day or more. 
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Working for Cash 

In the Australian tradition of using diminutives 

virtually whenever possible, subbies refer to some jobs as 

'cashies.' These are jobs for which payment is received in 

'cash' and about which the government receives no 

information. 'Cashies' are, in short, a part of what is 

known variously as "the informal economy," "the black 

economy" or, perhaps more to the point here, "the cash 

economy." [2] 

Of particular importance for subbies is not simply 

whether payment is made as cash or cheque. A cheque made out 

to "cash" counts as 'cash' and cash which has been recorded 

by the builder or owner does not count as 'cash.' The 

distinction for subbies is not merely one of form; it is one 

of accountability and whether or not the payment can be 

traced or not. However, it is common practice in building to 

refer to 'cash* and 'cheque' when identifying these two 

modes of payment. 

Several years ago now, following the 1983 Federal 

election of the Australian Labor Party, a "Prescribed 

Payments System" plan was introduced. The introduction of 

this form of tax collection has subsequently led to a number 

of "crack downs" on builders and others still operating with 

cash (DN 3 October 1988). The Prescribed Payments System 

requires that a builder withhold a percentage of a subbie's 

earnings as tax and forward it directly to the government. 

Originally 10% of a subbie's pay, but now set at 15%, the 

government thus receives a portion of subbies' taxes up 

front. The Prescribed Payments system also identifies 
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subbies who are paying taxes and has effectively removed the 

possibility of working entirely for cash and paying no 

taxes. A builder who does not deduct the withholding tax may 

himself be made liable for the entire amount owed by the 

subbies he has hired. This newly-introduced form of 

collecting tax has increased the weekly work of builders by 

creating more paperwork to be regularly completed and 

forwarded to the government. Similarly, the government can 

require self-employed persons to pay a provisional tax up

front -- known simply as 'provisional' -- so that the 

government receives money during the year from these 

workers, as well as from PAYE (Pay As You Earn) workers, 

rather than having to wait to collect the tax owed at the 

end of the year. It is now rare for a subbie to be paid 

'cash' by a builder; 'cash' work usually indicates that the 

subbie has dealt directly with the owner of the job. 

With little prodding, subbies and builders will talk of 

'the old days' in building when it was common for a builder 

to hire blokes as employees rather than subbies and then, 

once subcontracting had become prominent, to pay all the 

subbies in cash. Right up to the introduction of the with

holding tax by the Federal government there were numerous 

subbies who were unknown to the Tax Office. These subbies 

received payments in cash, usually in the form of a cheque 

made out to "cash" or in hard currency, and they paid no 

tax. The Introduction of the withholding tax as a measure to 

stop this practice has largely worked. A spokesperson for 

the Treasurer's office noted that: "The withholding tax has 

led to 53,000 new tax-file numbers being issued throughout 

Australia" (DN 4 July 1984). What might have been acceptable 
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practice fifteen years ago is now simply too hard for 

builders to organise with the amount of paperwork and 

accountability involved. Even if a builder himself does 

receive a cash payment -- as is still occasionally the case 

-- it is easier not to pass it along to the subbies who are 

employed on the job. Their wages can be hidden on other jobs 

and even more of the benefit of the 'cash' realised by the 

builder. 

Receiving cash does create some problems for subbies. 

One subbie I know received advice from his tax accountant 

about hiding money. This advice was given not as direct 

advice, but in terms of what a subbie who wanted to hide 

such payments needed to consider for it to be done 

successfully. According to the subbie, the accountant took 

pains to make it clear that he was not encouraging the 

breaking of any law, merely 'thinking out loud about how it 

could be done.' The advice to the subbie was that no money 

received as cash should be put into the bank. To deposit 

money without a record of where it came from was asking for 

trouble in the case of an audit by the government. Cash 

earned, then, must be spent or saved in its cash form or 

else invested in a way which cannot be traced The 

requirement that builders deduct the withholding tax is 

merely one way in which a concern about lost revenue has 

been addressed by the government. 

A subbie working for 'cash' must not appear to live on 

nothing. Most of the subbies I met dealt with this problem 

by drawing the same amount out of the bank every week 

whether they have the ready cash or not. They do not live on 
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what they earn every week but, rather, try to budget so that 

they pay themselves a regular weekly amount. In drawing this 

amount out of a bank account even on weeks when they have 

worked for cash, they signal to any potential auditor that 

they have still required money to live on. In so doing, a 

subbie can make it appear that he has not earned money that 

week. 

If he is working on a 'cashie,' a subbie must be 

careful about any bills for materials. To write a cheque for 

materials when there is not an invoice for money coming in 

is to invite trouble with the tax man. Subbies will go to 

enormous lengths to leave no record of their transactions 

for materials. Most common is to simply 'book up' materials 

with a regular supplier; and if this fails, often due to the 

subbie having outstanding debts with his creditors, it is 

necessary to spend cash for materials. This way the subbie 

has a record, in the form of a receipt which he can choose 

to use for tax purposes or not. Subbies may even try to hide 

materials with a cheque so that materials used for a 

'cashie' are claimed on a reported job. No matter how 

acquiring materials is actually accomplished, it is 

necessary that the tax man not have any record of the subbie 

paying for or claiming a deduction for materials on 'cash' 

jobs. 

I have also met some subbies who complain about the 

amount of 'cash' they are paid. Ian, a brick-carter, pulled 

an enormous wad of bills out his pocket one day when Arthur 

and I offered him cash for a delivery, and announced: 'That 

many people have been paying me bloody cash, mate. If you 

can give me a cheque please do. I need something to put into 
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the bank. No one is going to believe I haven't been working 

all this time.' As we were also receiving a cheque for the 

job, we wrote him a cheque. 

The size of a potential job has an affect on whether or 

not a subbie will take it on for cash or not. If a job is 

deemed to be too big and will therefore take considerable 

time to complete it will not be undertaken for cash. For a 

subbie to spend two weeks, for example, without depositing 

any money into the bank is too long to be merely living off 

savings. Large jobs are usually only taken on for cash when 

some deal can be struck which allows for payment by a 

combination of cash and cheque. In this way a subbie can 

receive more than he would normally and • yet still 

demonstrate to the government that he is working regularly. 

All jobs for which cash is ultimately paid, are not 

entered into with full knowledge of the mode of payment. 

When Arthur and I took on the paving job we did not know how 

the owner would be paying us. In not knowing this up front 

we created all sorts of extra work for ourselves that could 

have been avoided if we had known the mode of payment for 

the job. Subbies do not usually offer their services at two 

rates, one for cheque and one for cash. Not knowing who they 

are dealing with, subbies usually engage in some subtle 

sounding out of an owner but will not push the point. It is 

common for owners to raise the question themselves as they 

look for a better deal for having the job done. A subbie 

will commonly 'knock off ten to twenty per cent off the 

cost of doing a job when offered cash. To 'knock off much 

less would not satisfy the owner; to 'knock off more would 
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force the subbie to work too hard for the money. As one 

subbie once responded when asked to knock more than thirty 

per cent off his quote, 'I might as well work for a cheque 

and pay the bloody tax.' A subbie can knock more off a quote 

when he is only supplying labour and less off a quote when 

he is supplying both labour and materials. The cost of 

materials is seen as a 'fixed cost' and cannot be reduced 

the way the cost for labour can. 

When an owner indicates at the beginning of a job that 

he will be paying in cash, the situation is ideal for a 

subbie. It is then known in advance the all money for 

materials and the like will have to be hidden and the subbie 

can take appropriate steps. It is known in advance that the 

work to hide costs will be rewarded in the end. This hiding 

of costs usually takes more time and effort than not hiding 

them. It is in such situations that the subbie can negotiate 

about the amount of 'cash' and 'cheque' that will constitute 

the payment. There is more chance of a subbie accepting all 

cash if he receives advance notice. It also leaves the 

choice of banking and declaring some or all of the money to 

the subbie's discretion. 

All the money that a subbie earns is not the same. 

Money earned as 'cash' is not subject to taxation without 

the subbie making it so of his own volition. Subbies know 

this and will at times put considerable effort into 

producing the necessary conditions to realise the increased 

income from 'cash' jobs. While a 'cash' job may put more 

money into a subbie's pocket, simply being a 'cash' job does 

not mean that the subbie Is 'making money.' It is the rate 

of pay that matters when considering whether or not a subbie 
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is 'making money' or not. working for 'cash' is not to be 

•making money" unless one is receiving more than the going 

rate for the job. Taking home more money is not the point. 

•Cashies' are a type of work which most subbies engage in 

because they produce a higher income — but a higher income 

is not the same as 'making money.' 

Money. Amount and Social Value 

If price, in the guise of a particular amount, 

constitutes a private economic value, then money, as subbies 

talk it, constitutes a public social value. It is to this 

notion of "social value" that I now turn attention. 

Anthropologists and other social scientists have long 

used the word "value" to indicate two apparently different 

notions. In writing of the "apparent ambiguity" of the use 

of the term "value" Sahlins identifies these two uses of 

"value" as referring to: 

...the price of something or the meaning of something 
(as the differential concept of a word), or in general 
to that which people hold "dear," either morally or 
monetarily (1976:214). 

In his study of the treasure articles of millenarian 

activities, Kennelm Burridge draws just this sort of 

distinction, noting that it is "crucial" to make "a radical 

distinction between social orders which use money as a basic 

measure of man, and those which do not" (1971:42). To this 

he adds: 

Whereas the relative values of treasure articles depend 
on intrinsic qualities as well as social and historical 
associations, unless an old shilling is to become a 
treasure article it is worth as many pennies as a new 
one. More subtly, money is a factorial measure of man 
which entails quantifying his different capacities. It 
separates and differentiates qualities and capacities, 
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and in doing so gives each a referent on a quantitative 
scale" (1971:44). 

Here Burridge identifies two dimensions of value and notes 

the push to a quantification of all value produced by the 

social acceptance and use of money to measure value and as 

"a measure of man." In building, the "radical" nature of the 

distinction between these two different sorts of valueing is 

not so clear. As I show, social value in 'the building game' 

is produced and maintained by systematically backgrounding 

quantitative measures and publicly foregrounding qualitative 

distinctions. In this way social values can be publicly used 

and shared by subbies even when private economic values are 

not. 

Sahlins' concern is to go beyond a mere reassertion of 

the existence of these two forms of value; he strives to 

overcome any proposed distinction between them by 

identifying the shared process of producing both forms of 

value. To this end he draws on Saussure who, in turn, drew 

on economic notions of value in formulating the a solution 

to the problem of value for his structural linguistics: 

...all values are apparently governed by the same 
paradoxical principle. They are always composed: 

(1) of a dissimilar thing that can be exchanged for the 
thing of which the value is to be determined; and 

(2) of similar things that can be compared with the 
thing of which the value is to be determined (quoted in 
Sahlins 1976:214) . 

It is in the social act of making discriminations along 

these two dimensions, of exchanging and comparing, on one 

hand, and of dissimilarity and similarity, on the other, 

that produces value. In doing so, the analytical ambiguity 

of the notion of "value" can be overcome and, for 'the 
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building game,' an understanding of the importance of the 

talk of money constructed. 

In building, the "exchanging" of "dissimilar" things 

that Sahlins adopts from Saussure comprises the money paid 

for the performance of a job. This is an exchange-value. 

This notion of value is common both in anthropology and the 

social sciences in general. It is a guiding notion in 

transactional analyses. When Stanner (1985) turned his 

attention to the notion of social value in the writings of 

Radcllffe-Brown, he argued that this notion of social value 

became more and more important in Radcllffe-Brown's social 

theory and that underlying the notion of social value was 

this sort of market or exchange value (see Ernst 1985). 

While this may be a necessary step in the determination of 

value, an analysis is incomplete if stopped with only this 

one aspect of the problem dealt with. To end an analysis of 

value here is to stop before identifying the nature of the 

relevant context in which such exchange-values are 

understood comparatively. 

The second dimension of valuing that Sahlins adapts 

from Saussure is that of the "comparison" of "similar" 

things. The concern here is with the various types of money 

that can be talked about and culturally brought into being. 

It is not simply money that subbie talks to subbie about, 

but the possible relationships to money that a subbie might 

have: 'getting paid,' 'chasing money,' 'making money' and 

•working for cash.' Subbies introduce into their shared 

discourse a recognition of the qualitative differences 

between various forms of money and so produce value through 

opposition rather than quantification. Money can take 
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diverse forms and these forms speak to social value rather 

than merely economic value. In publicly stressing 'money' 

over amount subbies do not give in to money and allow it to 

quantify value In their world of work. Instead, they stress 

quality over quantity and in so doing stress the equality of 

all subbies through what they share rather than how much of 

it is unequally possessed by particular individuals. Money 

as a qualitative value allows everyone to share equally in 

the public use of the value while at the same time allowing 

the specific quantitative prices negotiated to remain 

private. 

Subbies must come to some agreement with owner or 

builder about the amount they will be paid for their work. 

Subbies are not shy about talking price on such occasions 

and demonstrate none of the concerns about money being 

"filthy lucre" which should not be talked about explicitly 

or handled directly which seem to be associated with many 

professions (Zakuta 1970). When subbies talk to other 

subbies or those who are not a part of an agreement, the 

exchange-value is made into the private business of builder 

or owner and subbie. Subbies work for money, and so exchange 

their skills for currency, but agreements about price are 

not normally made public. Rather, when subbie talks to 

subbie about exchange-value it is generally in terms of some 

uncertain and anonymous figure in the form of 'the going 

rate.' Subbies, then, take exchange-value and render it 

vague by keeping exact amounts out of their discourse with 

one another. Subbies talk to subbies of money rather than 

precise amounts and In so doing emphasise the form of what 
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they receive rather than the precise amount or what they 

give in the exchange. Just as paper bills freed currency 

from metals, while still maintaining a standard of value, 

subbies' talk of 'money' rather than amount frees discussion 

among subbies from precise figures while maintaining a 

shared scale for such valuations. 

The "dissimilar" things which are "exchanged" are given 

value in precise economic and quantitative terms as 'price.' 

Talk of 'price' is the business of subbie and builder 

together. The form in which this value receives expression 

is that of the currency which flows from builder or owner to 

the subbie. In terms of the "similar" things which are 

"compared," social value is cast in the form of public talk 

of generic 'money.' In this, subbies stress their 

qualitative similarities and repress quantitative 

differences. They may locate themselves and others within 

the industry in relation to money without stressing any 

divisive social differences based on income; and because 

this social value is qualitative and not strictly 

quantified, it is sensitive to the ever-changing economic 

fortunes of their industry. Among subbies, words are the 

currency of their exchange. Payment in the form of a precise 

amount comes from a builder or owner. In their fleeting 

relationships with one another it is words about the economy 

which subbies share and exchange. Between builder or owner 

and subbie it is not just words that are exchanged: the 

payment of precise amounts is exchanged. 
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Conclusion 

In The Philosophy of Money Georg Simmel presents an 

analysis which represents money as being central to 

understanding the values of modern culture (1978). Subbies 

give emphasis to money in their understandings of the values 

of their working world. Working as subbies do in a market 

economy, it is money which metonymically is best suited to 

characterise the entire economic system in a single symbol 

or value. Subbies make money work not merely as a 

quantitative measure of income or expenditure but as a value 

which can be shared by a diverse constituency. They make 

their own social values but are not free to choose the 

symbol to express them: money is central to a developed 

market economy. 

As a symbol, money can make the social values of those 

who work as subcontractors objectively available to those 

they interact with in their working lives. What subbies 

demonstrate is that talk of money does not necessarily 

require a "morality" which is quantified and nor does it 

necessarily indicate an economic rationale existing somehow 

beyond culture. 

In the "Introduction" to a volume of exotic 

anthropology, dealing with the creation of Indonesian 

culture, Paul Alexander (1989) has recently written that: 

Economic Anthropology has been slow to adopt a cultural 
approach; there is considerable opposition to the 
notion that the economy is as much a cultural system as 
kinship or religion. The use of culture bound concepts 
such as the informal/formal sector distinction not only 
hinders our understanding of economic organizations and 
practices in non-industrialized societies, It also 
conceals the considerable contributions of the poor and 
the powerless in such economies (1989:iv). 
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As anthropologists, we have paid insufficient attention to 

the way the economy is variously figured in our own society. 

For too long we have accepted "the rhetoric of economics" 

(McCloskey 1985) as an authoritative account of how the 

economies of industrialised countries works. Even accounts 

which reject this rhetoric do so in order to embrace a 

different one: the rejection of bourgeois models of the 

economy in favour of a more radical model. In limiting the 

possible forms for representing economic processes, both 

models and rhetorics define in advance the significant 

features of the economy to be examined. We have allowed 

interested accounts of economic processes, grounded in the 

interests of economic analysts, to dominate accounts based 

on the interests of those whose lives we have shared and 

whose way of life we struggle to write. 

In recent years there have been a number of 

ethnographic studies of money In various cultural contexts. 

These studies have been carried out in what Gudeman (1986) 

identifies as "nonWestern" economies, such as the studies 

located in South and South-east Asia, Africa and South 

America in the volume edited by Parry and Bloch (1989), or 

else in cultures encapsulated in a "Western" economy, such 

as Sansom's (1988) account of money among the Australian 

fringe-dwelling Aborigines of Darwin. These studies stress 

both "the morality of exchange" (Parry and Bloch 1989) and 

the diverse ways in which the exchange and meaning of money 

can be understood in different cultural contexts. My concern 

here has been to examine the use and exchange of money in a 

cultural context which is firmly in the midst of a "Western" 

economy and to show that here too money is more than 
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economists have allowed. 

Money is no singular thing. It requires interpreting to 

be brought into cultural existence. In accepting money as a 

singular thing, by buying into the rhetoric of economics, 

and speaking of "the culture on money," as Crump has done 

(1981: 3, my emphasis), rather than the "culture of. money" 

is to place money, and hence economics, beyond culture. 

Similarly, some have spoken of "the culture of capitalism" 

(Macfarlane 1987, my emphasis) when it is perhaps more 

accurate to begin thinking and speaking of "the cultures of 

capitalism." The assumption of cultural homogeneity for 

capitalism as a whole precludes a search for cultural 

differences within such an economic system. To make such an 

assumption is to deny analytical significance of the 

understandings which subbies have of the world and, in so 

doing, to shift the analytical focus from subbie to system 

as defined by the analyst. 

My intention here has been to demonstrate how subbies 

make shared experience in their talk of money. The manner in 

which value is constituted and allocated in this discourse 

is not simply predictable by simply trotting out the tenets 

of capitalism. Subbies may work to competitively maximise 

value as price in their private business; in their public 

business they affirm money as a social value they all share. 

Throughout I have endeavoured to show that subbies do not 

engage other subbies in discussions of quantitative amounts, 

choosing instead to exchange qualitative orientations and 

understandings of their world of work. It is this discourse 

of qualitative concern which allows subbies to transcend the 
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fluctuating specifics of any 

Instead I have shown how the 

understood and talked among 

them to address their individ 

of social organisation. 

particular situation or time. 

economy of subcontracting is 

subbies in a way that allows 

al interests within this form 
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NOTES 

1. It is important to note here the existence of private 
accounts books. Each subbie must satisfy the taxation 
department at the end of every year. The desire to maintain 
private records as well as "public" records for the 
government is well recognised by subbies. A detailed 
analysis of this practice is unnecessary for the argument 
developed here. 
2. There is an enormous literature on the "cash economy" 
which straddles the academic disciplines of economics, 
sociology and anthropology. Ethnographically, the most 
useful studies are The World of Waiters by Mars and Nicod 
(1984) and Ditton's account of "fiddling and pilferage" 
among bakery delivery drivers (1977). The best theoretical 
overviews of this vast literature are Henry's The Hidden 
Economy (1978) and Mars' Cheats at Work (1982). 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

SUBCONTRACTING CONTESTED 

Introduction 

In 1984, while I was working with subbies on building 

sites around Perth, the Labor government of Western 

Australia introduced a Bill which, had it become law, would 

have radically transformed the very subject of my study. 

Under the terms and provisions of the Bill amending the 

Western Australian industrial Relations Act of 1979, 

subcontractors would have become wage labourers. I was 

concerned about this possibility and followed the 

developments surrounding the proposed changes closely. At 

the same time I found it difficult to understand why, on the 

building sites where I was working, subbies talked of the 

Bill, and its implications for their lives, but did not 

appear to treat the possibility of change to their 

employment with the seriousness I thought it required. 

I have already written of how subbies search for 

information about their industry in their reading of the 

newspaper (Chapter 3). Here I deal with another way in which 

subbies deal with various media accounts about their 

industry. The subbies I met and worked with on building 

sites followed the developments surrounding this legislation 

-- by reading the newspapers, listening to the radio 

accounts and discussing the previous day's television 
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stories -- as they occurred. However, subbies seemed little 

concerned with possible outcomes. While we followed what was 

happening, most subbies showed little inclination to help 

shape the events that could have so altered their industry 

and their working lives. Through all that happened we kept 

on working as before. The subbies I was then working with 

were not alone in this indifferent response to the potential 

changes in the building industry. Generally, subbies around 

Perth were notable for their lack of public involvement in 

the events taking place. Subbies followed, watched, 

commented upon and discussed the Bill but, for the most 

part, did not participate in any attempt to help or hinder 

the passing of the Bill. 

In following the events from our building sites, we did 

not attempt to produce a systematic account of what was 

really happening with respect to this Bill. On the building 

sites where I was working, we constructed partial and 

incomplete interpretations of what we understood to be 

happening. None of us was in command of any first-hand 

knowledge of what was taking place. Other than myself, I met 

only a few subbies who had attended any of the several 

union-organised mass meetings that took place. Our 

interpretations of the events we were hearing about were 

always piecemeal and, as is typical with subbies, 

provisional and subject to revision. A recurrent feature in 

our discussions was that we dealt with the issues associated 

with the proposed changes to our work with reference to 

named individuals or entities rather than discussing 

abstract structures or processes. 

It is certainly not true that all subbies are satisfied 
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with the way their industry is organised, Many subbies find 

the rigours of subcontracting difficult to cope with; 

particularly as they get older and less able to sustain a 

youthful level of physical exertion. A subbie over forty 

years old is hard pressed to compete with younger and faster 

tradesmen and still earn a reasonable Income. One subbie 

summed up the organisation of the industry with the 

transformation of a trope drawn from Australia's former 

dependence on the pastoral sheep industry: "The building 

industry has ridden on the backs of subbies for years" and 

"if we don't do something we're going to be flogged for 

another ten years" (WA 7.4.84:11). The newspaper article 

which contained the subbie's comments went on to note that 

subbies are: 

the men caught between the unions who want the 
Government's new industrial legislation to go through 
and the builders who say that it will kill the industry 
(WA 7.4.84:11) . 

While subbies may recognise that they are exploited and many 

want a better deal from builders, few are actively willing 

to oppose this exploitation through union involvement. 

There are two aspects of the events surrounding the 

proposed changes to the Industrial Relations Act that are 

important for understanding of "the building game' as I came 

to know it: firstly, why subbies carried on in the way that 

they did; and, secondly, how these events shaped the house

building industry during my time in the field. Here I 

examine events associated with the Bill in order to 

contextualise the activity of subcontracting in the Perth 

housing industry in the cultural processes of Australian 

society. In this, my purpose is to locate my anthropological 
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account in the interstices of "a literature which is weak on 

culture, but strong on political-economy analysis, and one 

strong on cultural analysis, but weak on political economy" 

(Marcus and Fischer 1986:86). According to Marcus and 

Fischer, the difficulty with an analysis such as this, is 

"how to represent the embedding of richly described local 

cultural worlds in larger impersonal systems of political 

economy" (1986:76). One of the "experimental" solutions to 

this difficulty offered by Marcus and Fischer is to 

recognise that the separation between these two "levels" of 

analysis is unsatisfactory. The "outside" forces of 

political economy must be registered at "the most intimate 

levels of cultural process" and, therefore, are not to be 

understood or represented as somehow beyond, above, or, in 

some other way, external to the actions of the people whose 

lives are the subject of the account. 

While working on a number of building sites at this 

time, I was interested in how the words and actions of 

government, opposition and representatives of the building 

industry would be interpreted and acted on by subbies. 

Contesting Proposed Legislation 

Like its economic cousins, "piece-work" and "out-work," 

subcontracting has long been a recognised as a problem by 

unions in Australia and elsewhere. The social and economic 

fragmentation of the labour market which results from 

subcontracting in the Perth building industry makes the task 

of organising subbies into a collectivity with shared 

interests difficult for the various building unions. When 
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the Labor government of Western Australia proposed 

legislation which would have provided an effective means by 

which unions could organise subbies, there was considerable 

concern expressed in the West Australian community. 

Late in 1983 the Labor Government of Western Australia 

introduced into Parliament a Bill consisting of some 124 

pages of proposed changes to the Western Australian 

Industrial Relations Act 1979. The proposed legislation was 

known formally as the "Acts Amendments and Repeal 

(Industrial Relations) Bill." One apparent purpose of the 

Bill was to change the way cleaning work was carried out 

to stop the use of non-union contract-cleaners in place of 

unionised employees. However, the proposed changes were 

extensive and would have also had the effect of changing the 

way work in house building and renovating was organised. In 

changing the terms of hire, those who had been independent 

subcontractors would subsequently become employees. Had the 

passage of the Bill been successful, it would have 

instituted a major change in the social organisation of 

building. Self-employed subbies would have become, with the 

stroke of a pen, employees of the builders for whom they 

worked. 

The difference between subcontractor and employee is 

significant. As self-employed workers, subcontractors are 

responsible for paying all of their own superannuation 

contributions, holiday leave-loading, workers* compensation 

contributions — in case of injury on the job -- as well as 

organising their own tax contributions. A builder who hires 

subbies, hires them only for the job they are required to 

do; the builder is absolved of all of these "hidden" costs 
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of employing labour. In terms of costs to the builder, both 

directly and through his time taken up filling out and 

filing complex government forms, subcontracting is a more 

economical way of organising work. Mr Bill Brown, "Director 

of labour relations" for the Confederation of WA Industry 

has made this point, stating that: 

We've got one of the most efficient building industries 
in the world and this would go [if subcontractors 
became employees]. It would send costs up and this 
means that a home would be out of the reach of most 
young home-buyers" (WA 4.3.84:9). 

The economic saving produced by subcontracting work in the 

Perth housing industry is passed on to the public in the 

form of cheaper houses and renovations. The savings made by 

builders who subcontract out their work are costs which are 

borne by subbies. It is subbies who are forced to take on 

the administrative responsibilities for the industry. 

Employees, as opposed to subbies, are much more likely 

to be union members in Australia and recipient of Award 

Conditions when working at their trades. Subbies work 

outside of Award Conditions and receive none of the benefits 

achieved by union actions or granted by the Industrial 

Relations Commission. Indeed, when the Bill was being 

considered, some unions were under threat of deregistration. 

There was public talk by members of the federal Labor 

government of deregistering one of the more militant unions, 

the Builders' Labourers Federation (BLF), for their 

aggressive tactics on building sites. The BLF was finally 

deregistered in the Eastern states, but not in Western 

Australia, denying the union the right to involve themselves 

or represent workers. Unions are treated with ambivalence in 
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Australia. While Australia remains one of the most unionised 

countries in the world, the majority of people, including 

many union members themselves, seem to accept that unions 

are too powerful (Chamberlain 1983: 98-122). [1] This 

ambivalence towards unions is certainly present among 

subbies. Many subbies have been union members -- some even 

retain their membership -- but it is common to hear unions 

rubbished by subbies when work is talked about. 

One of the implications of the proposed Bill to change 

working conditions for subcontractors was that many "small 

businessmen facetd] the prospect of having to join a union." 

Mr Bill Brown, of the Confederation of WA Industry, gave 

voice to this concern: "we'll finish up with bureaucratic 

regulation of free enterprise" (ST 4.3.84:9). The Perth 

Chamber of Commerce argued that "the Bill would rob West 

Australians of their freedom of choice" and that "small 

employers and self-employed workers would lose their 

identity" (WA 5.4.84). In transforming subbies into 

employees, and so giving them access to the conciliation and 

arbitration system, the Bill was seen by employers' groups 

as contributing to what we might call, with due respect to 

Clifford Geertz (1963), the "industrial involution" of 

Australian labour law which has long been characterised by 

an "almost reckless diversity of institutions" and over-

regulation (Sorrell 1972:251). What was seen in a favourable 

light by those trying to represent the interests of workers, 

as making sure they were legally guaranteed a "fair go" was 

seen by those representing the interests of employers and 

buyers as unnecessarily restricting working practices. 

Many of the subbies I met on building sites during this 
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series of events willingly took on an anti-union stance as 

most appropriate. Even if they refused to identify 

themselves as "small businessmen," finding the label too 

pretentious, many subbies were concerned to maintain their 

independence. Whenever Arthur identified himself in terms 

associated with the discussion of the Bill, he did so with 

tongue in cheek and with a mocking accent, 'I am, as the 

rich folks say, a self-employed small businessman.' 

When members of the Labor government realised there 

would be strong opposition to the Bill from both inside and 

outside the Parliament, the Bill was withdrawn during the 

Christmas recess of 1983-84. By withdrawing the Bill, the 

Labor government avoided leaving the Bill in the public 

domain during the recess while, at the same time, they 

maintained their commitment to the Bill by indicating that 

portions of it were being redrafted. The government 

effectively dampened criticism of the Bill. Deferral and 

redrafting of the Bill left those opposed to the proposed 

changes able only to criticise the proposed changes in 

principle; certainly a worthwhile form of political 

criticism, but difficult to maintain when there are no 

specific provisions at which to direct a critique. 

On introducing the revised Bill, Mr Dans, the Minister 

for Industrial Relations, noted that it "had been modified 

after lengthy discussions with all interested parties" (WA 

5.4.84:14). Mr Dans did not indicate precisely who comprised 

"all interested parties." As one subbie I met noted: "He 

bloody well didn't ask me what I think about it all. Do you 

reckon he doesn't think I might be interested in all this 
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bloody nonsense?" The subbie's response indicates that, for 

him, "interested parties" means individuals and not 

representative organisations. Furthermore, he expresses a 

cynical attitude towards Dans's claims for the process of 

consultation about "all this bloody nonsense." 

The modified Bill retained the effect of turning self-

employed subcontractors into employees, with all that this 

entailed, and would again have transformed the way work was 

organised and carried out on building sites. Over the next 

few months the purpose of the Bill was contested publicly in 

the media, involved serious industrial action by one union, 

sparked the formation of several new groups to represent 

various building interests and led to a vigorous campaign 

against the legislation by building industry groups and the 

conservative political parties in Western Australia. Houses 

continued to be built and renovated virtually as though 

nothing was changed. Only a few builders experienced minor 

disruptions to their working schedules. We kept working as 

though nothing was happening. Our days were made more 

interesting by following news of the developments, but our 

working days did not change. 

in the middle of May 1984, the Bill was rejected by the 

conservative-controlled Legislative Council, or Upper House, 

and dropped by the Labor Government. According to public 

opinion polls, the Bill had become an unpopular piece of 

legislation. Allowing Bills to be defeated in the Upper 

House, without working to shepherd them through, seems to 

have become a popular way of dropping unpopular legislation. 

The then Premier of Western Australia, Brian Burke, had 

previously manoeuvered to get several unpopular pieces of 
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legislation through the Upper House. However, with this Bill 

it appears Burke chose not to put in the effort to ensure 

its passage. One analyst has suggested that this strategy 

has precedent in a remark attributed to the former WA Labor 

Premier, Phil Collier: "Thank God for the Legislative 

Council" (Black 1988:43). (21 

The rejection of the Bill by the Upper House did not 

mark the end of the controversy surrounding the proposed 

changes to the Industrial Relations Act. Mr Bill Ethell, of 

the Carpenters and Bricklayers Union (CBU), began an 

industrial campaign to increase public concern about the 

organisation and payment of workers on a subcontract basis. 

Ethell and the CBU began disrupting housing work taking 

place in various suburbs around Perth during June and July 

of 1984. However, Ethell and the union could not prolong the 

dispute indefinitely. When it became apparent to Ethell and 

the unionists that the industry would not be restructured to 

give the union a say in subcontracting practices, the union 

slowly stopped its disruptive campaign. In the end, Ethell 

and the CBU were not successful in gaining control of 

subbies and the Perth housing industry, but the existence of 

subcontracting as a way of organising work was, once again, 

marked as a concern for those who represent organised 

labour. 

The words and actions occasioned by the proposed 

changes to the Industrial Relations Act in 1983 and 1984 

often indicated that the proposed changes were of interest 

to more people than just the subcontractors who worked in 

such conditions. The issue of subcontracting was made a 
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public concern for a much larger audience. This broadening 

of concern was achieved by appeals to values which were made 

and displayed publicly through media reports. Subbies 

recognised their own central place in this industrial 

matter, and what passage of the Bill would mean, but for the 

most part were satisfied to keep on working and so stay out 

of the public arena. While recognising their way of working 

to be central to concern about the Bill, subbies confined 

their involvement to the margins of the entire affair. 

The Costs of Subcontracting 

During the time of my fieldwork, the media regularly 

ran articles indicating that the cost of housing in Perth 

was the cheapest or near cheapest among all Australian 

capital cities. As one newspaper headline announced in 

large, bold-face letters: "WA homes cheapest in Australia" 

(ST 10.6.84:5). Mr David Stephens, the chief executive of 

the Housing Industry Association (HIA), was reported as 

stating that: "If the industry is reshaped only consumers 

will lose" (ST 18.3.81:1). The HIA is an organisation which 

identifies itself as the representative of the building 

industry. The HIA has as members builders, subbies and 

anyone else involved in the industry who chooses to join. 

However, the interests of the HIA are seen by subbies as 

being those of builders. One subbie made this point: 

They really can only speak for builders you know. 
That's mostly who belongs to that mob. They say we can 
join, but who has the time? All the bloody subbies are 
buggered by the end of the day and don't want to start 
chasing around with a bunch of dick-heads like them. 

Stephens's claim was that for builders to shift from using 

subcontract labour to employing workers full-time, the cost 

315 



of home ownership would increase by $15,000. Public debate 

following this assertion focused on the accuracy of the 

number but not on how the number was arrived at. Mr Stephens 

and the Housing Industry Association produced the figure of 

$15,000 based on comparative statistical research carried 

out by the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research 

Organisation (CSIRO), which examined the costs of building 

houses in various countries around the world. Mr Stephens 

and the HIA made no attempt to show how these figures were 

reliable as estimates for Perth. A spokesperson for Mr Dans, 

the Minister for Industrial Relations, noted that the 

proposed amendments: "Will not lead to building costs 

skyrocketing" and, further, that the amendments: 

merely seek to provide for people who work for 
labor only, or substantially for labor only, the right 
to have their minimum conditions of employment 
determined fairly and objectively ... (ST 18.3.84:1). 

The Minister's interest is expressed in terms of the rights 

of the workers while the HIA expresses its interests in 

terms of the wider community who may be involved in the 

purchase of a house. 

David Stephens's claim of a potential cost-increase of 

$15,000 was reported to the public as an enormous headline 

in the Perth newspapers. Later, as the figure was challenged 

by Bill Ethell and the CBU, the amount estimated to be added 

to the price of an average house was amended to between 

$4,000 and $15,000 (ST. 10.6.84:37). Like the original claim 

of $15,000, the modification of this number was not 

justified but merely asserted. No one knew precisely what 

changing the existing organisation of house-building from 

subcontracting to wage labour would do to the cost of a 
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house. 

On becoming involved in the public construction of the 

significance of any change in the social organisation of 

building, Bill Ethell and the CBU maintained the traditional 

response of trade unions and expressed absolute opposition 

to subcontracting. However, as time passed, Ethell and the 

CBU became willing to accept subcontracting, as long as the 

conditions for subcontracting were formally laid down and 

covered by the existing industrial legislation. Ethell 

argued for an added charge of 43% on top of the award 

conditions for the person formally designated as 

subcontractor for a job (WA 7.7.84:10). This extra payment, 

Ethell argued, would compensate subcontractors for the extra 

responsibility and work involved in organising materials and 

work. Subbies are trained as tradesmen, Ethell noted, and 

not as managers or independent businessmen and the skills 

and time necessary for running a business should not be 

assumed by subbies without adequate financial compensation. 

Bill Ethell played down any possible economic results 

of a move away from subcontracting in the building industry. 

However, when dollars had to be mentioned he stressed the 

cost of subcontracting to subbies. Ethell talked of subbies 

as people who often could not even afford to buy a house 

themselves, who were forced to live in rented accommodation 

while producing homes for their fellow Australians. Ethell 

stressed the inequality of this relationship and publicly 

argued that his union was just looking for "a fair go" for 

subbies. Representatives of the industry, such as the 

Housing Industry Association and the Master Builders' 
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Association, were also calling for a "fair go," but 

construed their constituency not as subbies or builders but 

as the house-buying public. The subbies I met during this 

time found it interesting that our work was the subject of 

so much discussion and that no one was talking to us about 

it. As one carpenter noted: 'What the hell. They can say 

anything they want about it. It's the same as always, no one 

ever bloody asks us about our work. You'd think somebody 

would one day, wouldn't you?' 

In June and July of 1984, after the defeat of the Bill 

in the Upper House, there appeared newspaper reports 

indicating that some builders were prepared to increase 

payments to subcontractors (ST 17.6.84:2; WA 5.7.84:11; ST 

22.7.84:1). The move to increase rates paid to subbies 

received backing from the Liberal Opposition. Twenty 

building companies in Perth, all targeted for industrial 

action by Bill Ethell and the Carpenters' and Bricklayers' 

Union, struck an agreement with a newly formed association 

of subbies that would see increased rates paid to 

subcontractors. However, one builder noted that: "Builders 

could not fix rates because it was contrary to the Trade 

Practices Act" (WA 7.7.84:10). Negotiations concerning 

higher rates for subbies were to remain the private business 

of the builder and subbie concerned (ST 22.7.84:1-3). No way 

of ensuring that rates were increased, or that negotiations 

would prove successful, were provided as the formal process 

of conciliation and arbitration remained beyond the reach of 

self-employed subcontractors. We saw no increase in our 

rates; we did discuss and make jokes about the possible 

responses of the builder we were working for and our chances 
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of 'seeing more money' from him. 

On 4 July 1984 the Housing Industry Association made a 

public claim that some subcontractors were earning up to 

$1,000 per week and that many earned more that $450 per week 

(WA 4.7.84:4). There was "some hedging about subcontractors' 

wages" noted at the time and it took some time for the 

"builders' representatives" to make public any evidence in 

support of the claim (ibid). The following day the same 

newspaper carried a follow-up story under the headline 

"Bricklayers React Angrily to Pay Report" (WA 5.7.84:11). 

Many subbies who contacted the newspaper to offer 

contradictory evidence refused to be publicly identified for 

fear of reprisals from the building companies. Those who did 

reply quoted figures to Indicate how much they were in fact 

earning. The subbies quoted were averaging about $320 per 

week. One subbie noted that he "might occasionally make $450 

a week if he worked a minimum of 60 hours." While these 

public figures left much unsaid — were they calculated 

before or after tax, including or excluding work done for 

cash? -- the figures do indicate that the Housing Industry 

Association's figures cannot be accepted uncritically. Bill 

Ethell noted that $450 per week is still "considerably below 

the award wage for tradesmen in the union" (WA 4.7.84:4). 

One of the subbies who contacted the newspaper tried to put 

the present situation into comparative terms: 

About 10 years ago the price paid for bricks had been 
the rate at which bricklayers were paid. But Bricks 
were now $230 to $250 a thousand, yet the rate for 
laying was only $150 a thousand (WA 5.7.84:11). 

The Housing Industry Association indicated that it could 

produce subbies who were earning the amounts they noted in 
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their earlier report but failed to do so. A few weeks later, 

when the agreement between builders and some subbies to 

review rates of pay was announced, the HIA calculated that 

the discussed Increase of 7.5% to subbies would "raise their 

returns about $75 to $100 a week (ST 22.7.84:1). The HIA 

maintained the $1,000 a week claim without ever 

demonstrating its accuracy. 

The costs of subcontracting were being measured 

entirely in dollars by the HIA, the MBA and the builders. 

For Bill Ethell and the CBU these economic arguments had to 

be countered. Yet in countering the arguments, both Bill 

Ethell and Sam Piantadosi, a government member of the Upper 

House, agreed that the cost of housing would probably 

increase (ST 10.6.83:37). 

The precise amount of the increase to the cost of a 

house was disputed. However, both Bill Ethell and the 

representatives of the Labor Government chose not to carry 

out the dispute about the Bill solely in economic terms. 

Subbies showed themselves surprisingly willing to discuss 

amounts of money publicly, but the claims for more money for 

subcontractors were, for the public, hardly convincing. Bill 

Ethell construed the dispute as a moral one: it was about 

subbies getting "a fair go." In couching the claim in moral 

terms most subbies were not convinced. Subbies did not need 

a union or anyone else to tell them that subbies should be 

getting more money. Subbies evaluated the dispute about the 

Bill in terms of the union's ability to put money in 

subbies' pockets -- and few subbies seemed to hold high 

hopes for this result. 
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The HIA, MBA and builders also turned to moral concerns 

in the dispute. In working to maintain subcontracting in the 

building industry, the moral concerns were expressed in 

terms of taking away the freedom and independence of the 

subbies and denying "a fair go" to builders and others who 

were unwillingly affected. Moreover, as the dispute 

developed publicly, the HIA, MBA and builders represented 

their interests as the interests of the home-buying public. 

In attempting to counter this the union tried to picket 

display homes of selected builders to inform the potential 

buyers of the the way in which workers were being exploited 

in the process of producing the houses (WA 21.7.84:13). In 

terms of the unionists' goals, the picketing was 

ineffective. The picketing of the display houses was an 

attempt by the union to claim the high moral ground on the 

basis of subbies right to a "fair go;" however, on this 

occasion, the public's desire for "affordable" housing 

carried the day. 

The Liberal Party Response 

During a "rowdy" debate in Parliament Mr. Masters, 

Liberal Opposition spokesman on industrial matters, 

suggested that "small business would be destroyed by the 

legislation" (WA 18.4.84). It was the Liberal Party that led 

the charge against the Bill. Their claim, made with the 

urging of various employer associations, was that the 

passing of this Bill would transform the nature of being a 

"small businessman." Without mentioning subbies directly, 

the Liberal members repeatedly attacked the Bill arguing it 

would have the effect of forcing self-employed workers to 
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embrace trade unionism. This was represented as entirely 

unacceptable. The Liberal attack on the Bill was mounted 

first in Parliament and then continued through press 

releases and newspaper advertisements. The Liberal 

Opposition, and the various "building industry and employer 

groups" that joined with them in the dispute, represented 

their interests as a matter of community concern, and not 

merely with the exploitative terms of employment of a few 

individuals -- the subcontractors. 

The Liberals were not alone in their opposition to the 

Bill. One representative of the housing industry indicated 

that "New home-buyers could face industrial disruption on 

their building sites if the new legislation affecting sub

contracting in the housing sector is passed," and that "The 

prospect of opening the door to disruption in our cost-

efficient industry is frightening" (ST 15.4.84). The Bill is 

represented by those who oppose it as a "frightening" 

attempt to tamper with a system of organising labour which, 

from their perspective, is seen to be working very 

successfully. 

In April, Mr. Bill Hassell, the Leader of the Liberal 

Opposition, sent a letter to many "small business owners" 

appealing directly to them for support. Under the heading of 

"Amendments to the Industrial Arbitration Act" Mr Hassell 

stated his belief that: "Sections of the Bill are contrary 

to the interests of yourself and the community" (13.4.84). 

Here, as in much of the media coverage, the emphasis is 

placed on the effects of this Bill on both the local 

community and small business, asserting an equivalence of 
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interests in these two constituencies. However, with regard 

to the building industry, what was most lacking In this 

communication was any sense of what subbies felt about the 

issue. Subcontractors did not appear to be high on the list 

of priorities for Mr Hassell; I met no subbies who received 

a copy of his letter. 

It soon became clear, to both subbies at work and to 

the wider public in West Australia, that the Liberal Party 

had no solid evidence from which to judge the responses of 

those workers most directly affected by the Bill. The 

subbies I encountered did not seem to recognise themselves 

in the Liberal attack on the Bill; the subbies were making 

fun of each other for being "self-employed" and "independent 

businessmen." 

In May 1984 a Liberal working party to determine the 

feeling in the wider community about the effects of the Bill 

was established. This "task force," as the Liberals called 

it, was set up to "protect the livelihood and independence 

of subcontractors and the self-employed" (WA 15.5.84:10). 

The terms of reference for this inquiry into ways of 

"strengthening" the subcontracting system included: 

- the promotion of associations working for the benefit 
of subcontractors and small business; 

- the development of a code of practice that would 
recognise their value to the community; and 

- protection of their independence and the 
investigation and reporting to the proper 
authorities of standover-tactics, intimidation and 
blackmail in the work-place (WA 15.5.84:10). 

Mr Dans, The Minister for Industrial Relations, identified 

the creation of this task force as "the height of hypocrisy" 

(WA 16.5.84:3). Arguing that the defeat of the legislation 
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denied subbies access to the Industrial Commission and, 

therefore, denied them any protection, Mr Dans suggested 

that this move by the Liberal Party was not in the best 

interest of subbies and it was not what subbies themselves 

desired. Mr Dans did not indicate his source of information 

as to what subbies did or did not want. 

The meetings of the Liberal Party investigation into 

subcontracting and small business were to be held in 

private. The Liberal Party "task force" indicated that, as 

sensitive issues would be dealt with, there was a need for 

confidentiality. The Liberal working party kept the meetings 

private, and yet spoke out about the concerns expressed at 

the meetings. The public did not know how accurately the 

concerns of the people interviewed by the working party were 

being publicly represented, leaving unanswered questions of 

the representativeness of those with whom the working party 

met. This left the Liberal Party in a precarious position: 

members of the working party were claiming to represent the 

interests of a vast number of people without identifying how 

the people consulted were representative of the mass. 

Representatives of the Liberal Party began directing 

their public campaign against the Bill to the West 

Australian community at large and not just to subbies and 

builders. By focusing on the perceived results of the Bill 

and invoking the value of "giving small business a fair go," 

the Liberals represented the proposed industrial changes as 

one more attempt by the Labor Party to overly control the 

lives of West Australians. While the members of the Liberal 

party directed most emphasis to the potential results of the 

Bill, the actions of the union members who supported the 
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Bill were identified as "standover tactics" -- blatant 

displays of force and intimidation over "average Australian 

workers." The standover tactics were identified by the 

Liberal spokespeople as public attacks on the general 

concerns of the community and not merely the private 

concerns of builders and subbies. 

Organised Labour and Subcontracting 

In the past, subcontractors in Perth have on several 

occasions formed associations with the aim of furthering 

their own interests. Such associations have been short-lived 

and, according to the subbies I worked with, have done 

little to improve working conditions for subbies. Subbies 

themselves recognise that it is very difficult to make any 

such association successful because there is no way of 

requiring every subbie to join and, therefore, no way of 

stopping the undermining of any set rate of pay by those who 

are willing to 'buy* work at a cheaper rate: subbies cannot, 

on their own, make their workplaces into closed shops. As 

the dispute occasioned by the introduction of the 1984 Bill 

began, there was no subbies' association in Perth, although 

the organisation of such an association would be attempted 

during the dispute. Subbies were experiencing the end of the 

worst slump in the building industry that many of them could 

remember; they were also experiencing the end of one of the 

most competitive periods in the industry as the lack of work 

around had forced subbies into vigorous competition with one 

another, had driven rates down and had worsened the working 

conditions they experienced. 
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The Secretary of the Trades and Labor Council (TLC), Mr 

Ron Reid, indicated that there was support for portions of 

the legislation by unions because it would provide access to 

the Industrial Commission for subcontractors who had 

previously been denied access. Reid continued, however, to 

stress that: 

The subcontract system worked against workers and even 
those who wanted to work for themselves should not have 
to do so for less than award wages (WA 7.4.84:3). 

With support from the TLC, Bill Ethell of the CBU took up 

the issue of fairness in the name of the subcontractors. His 

actions helped focus the debate on subcontracting in the 

housing industry and away from the contract cleaners and 

others potentially affected by the Bill. It was Bill Ethell 

who delivered an ultimatum to the government by "threatening 

a shut-down of the home-building industry" unless subbies 

were given "access to the Industrial Commission" (ST 

25.3.84:1). As Ethell's actions became more visible in the 

community, through the media reports of the events he helped 

organise, he presented himself as the champion of the 

subbies' cause. 

"Champion," as the notion is used here, is drawn from 

Macdonald's (1980) account of Richard Cashin, the 

Newfoundland unionist who led the Newfoundland Fishermen, 

Food and Allied Workers Union in a successful campaign for 

the fishermen in a 1974-75 strike. As the fishermen's 

champion, Cashin led the union and pushed the union case 

against all opposition. Cashin had to win over the union 

members, the media, the politicians, the public and, in the 

end, the owners of the fishery. In doing so, Cashin did more 

than merely lead the union; his involvement went beyond a 
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claimed leadership to that of publicist for the cause. 

Cashin not only led the union in their dispute with the 

companies, but had to do so on a public stage where his 

actions could be monitored by those unionists he 

represented. In acting as champion for the fishermen, Cashin 

led them to victory in their dispute with the companies. 

Macdonald's Interpretation of this victory sees Cashin 

winning in spite of having the weaker position at the 

beginning of the dispute: he led the union to victory 

because he understood the power of rhetoric and how to 

control the situation presented to the media. 

Macdonald identifies several important dimensions of 

championship. Firstly, the champion is situated at a 

disjunction between his clients and those to whom he 

represents his clients' interests. The activity of the 

champion is that of an intermediary, but one which cannot 

entirely bridge the gap between his constituency and the 

others because he must identify with the cause of those he 

represents. Secondly, within a transactional framework, the 

activity of championship is one of incorporation, uniting 

followers and champion in a single purpose. Thirdly, it is 

the responsibility of the champion to win concessions from 

those opposed for the benefit of those represented. Any 

benefits so won are deemed to be rights and not favours. 

Further, such benefits do not create any reciprocal 

obligation from the party gaining them to the party 

dispensing them. Finally, the relationship between champion 

and the champion's constituency is not a voluntary one. The 

constituency is dependent upon and tied to the champion in 
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the need for representation. For these reasons, that 

Macdonald identifies the activity of being a champion as 

analytically distinct from patrons and brokers (Macdonald 

1980: 119-120). 

It was the activity of championing subbies' interests 

that Bill Ethell publicly set himself during the dispute 

about the organisation of cottage work in Western Australia. 

For Bill Ethell, the disjunction between the interests of 

subbies and the diverse interests of others, such as 

builders, buyers and the numerous employer organisations 

involved in building houses created a space for his 

involvement. However, as distinct from Richard Cashin, Bill 

Ethell had no clear mandate from the subbies he held himself 

to represent; he had no legitimacy beyond his union. And, as 

the media reported on several occasions, Ethell's mandate 

was only from one union, the CBU. Mr Les Park, assistant 

secretary of the Building Workers Industrial Union (BWIU), 

denied the possibility of a union successfully organising 

subcontractors: "We tried unionising the cottage industry 

two years ago, but it's just impossible" (ST 17.6.84:2). 

Ethell's first problem was, then, to establish some 

sort of legitimacy for the campaign he was trying to wage on 

behalf of subbies. He could only accomplish this by having 

subbies show some form of collective support for him as 

their champion. Insofar as subbies did not accept Ethell's 

role as champion, it was not possible for Ethell to create a 

constituency that was united behind him. He constantly had 

to fight to try to incorporate his constituency. Opponents 

to Ethell's claim to be a legitimate champion pointed out 

that he represented only unionists and not all 

328 



subcontractors and cast his aspirations as "mob rule" by the 

unions (WA 30.6 . 84:11). 

Contacting and organising large numbers of subbies at 

any given time is not an easy task. While many have been 

union members many allow union membership to lapse on 

becoming involved in housing work. Ethell set out to take 

his message to the subbies by calling car-park meetings 

early in the morning. Held in the parking lots of pubs at 7 

am, these meetings were addressed by Ethell and other union 

workers. Subbies were encouraged to support the moves of the 

union to represent them. By holding the meetings at this 

time of day, subbies could attend and still carry on with 

the day's work afterwards. The meetings were thus called and 

held with the union understanding that subbies were unlikely 

to offer their collective support immediately. These 

meetings allowed the union to communicate directly to the 

few subbies attending and for the subbies to respond 

directly to the union making the play to represent their 

interests. 

The car-park meetings organised by the CBU were not 

well attended. When good attendances were claimed by the 

union, subbies were blunt in their judgement: 'Swollen by 

bloody unionists, mate.' Announced in the morning newspaper 

several days in advance, the meetings were avoided by most 

subbies who chose instead to continue working as if nothing 

had changed. For most subbies it was a matter of work as 

usual. We read the paper and followed the news as best we 

could while working, but there was little active support for 

the union action. Subbies were not easily convinced that 

329 



•downing tools' to take up the dispute was a good idea. The 

media reports were of "Building sites erupt[ing] in angry 

conflict" and bricklayers exchanging "angry words" with 

union representatives when the CBU appeared on housing sites 

(WA 3.7.84:1). This could hardly be seen as a show of union 

solidar ity. 

When it became public that few subbies were joining in 

the dispute, Bill Ethell did not simply give up. As a former 

bricklayer and subcontractor himself, Ethell recognised 

subbies' need to keep working to make money and so did not 

read the lack of overt support as a denial of any support. 

Instead, he changed the nature of the industrial action by 

suggesting union action against ten of Perth's largest 

project-home builders. Even with targeting these ten home 

builders there were still far too many building sites around 

Perth. In his campaign Ethell conducted what amounts to a 

"war of the flea" (Taber 1970) in which a small number of 

"flying pickets" struck randomly, but at selected builders, 

with no advance notice (DN,9.7.84:2). 

The notion of the "war of the flea" is a key insight of 

Taber's account -- approaching a manifesto -- of guerilla 

warfare. In developing the idea, he argues that a small band 

of insurgents can disturb and undermine the control of a 

large area by striking in what appears to be a random manner 

and then quickly leaving and moving to the next location. 

With limited resources Ethell could not expect to shut down 

the 3,000 estimated building sites around Perth (WA 

3.7.84:1). Instead, Ethell's plan was to cause enough 

generalised and unpredictable interruption and disruption in 

the industry to force the building companies to recognise 
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the legitimacy of his claim for the CBU to represent 

subbies. 

On these flying visits to the building sites Ethell and 

his associates attempted to stop the delivery of materials, 

and hence slow the work down, while at the same time they 

could make their case to the subbies working on site. These 

flying visits were occasionally accompanied by television 

crews, providing footage for the evening news. In terms of 

encouraging the subbies to down tools and join in the fight, 

Ethell and the CBU were less than successful. Many subbies 

were openly critical of the pickets and called for 

protection so that they could keep working even when the 

pickets were on site. On at least one evening news broadcast 

Ethell and his associates were shown being physically 

removed from a building site. 

The CBU did not confine itself to the use of flying 

pickets. There was also some physical damage of building 

sites which led to the charging of Ethell with willful 

damage and trespassing. he was found guilty in the end and 

fined for his behaviour. He also led a picket of "Display 

Houses," finished and furnished houses which were opened to 

the public to inspect before ordering the model of their 

choice (WA 21.7.84:13). A picket line was set up to 

distribute literature which would explain the way houses 

were built and how the relevant building practices were 

unfair to tradesmen. Ethell's claim here was that the good 

value of housing in Perth was produced at the expense of the 

subbies who built the houses. One result of this good value 

was that, because of the low wages in the building industry, 
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many subbies could not afford to buy their own homes. 

For Bill Ethell this dispute involved a challenge to 

get the subcontractors a better deal. Subcontracting, as a 

form of piece-work, has long been anathema to the union 

movement as piece-work undermines the hard-won award 

conditions of employment. The most common complaint voiced 

about Ethell's participation in this dispute was that he was 

simply engaged in an attempt to grab power and money -- in 

the form of control of the cottage industry and union dues 

-- for his union coffers. In having his motives publicly 

identified as being purely financial, the morality of both 

the union and Ethell's concern for the working conditions 

of subbies was called into question. Such an interpretation 

allowed Ethell's opponents to publicly read his statements 

as being merely rhetorical and as hiding his real interests 

in the dispute. Once Ethell's interests were represented as 

being about power and money, he could further be represented 

as being merely greedy and power-hungry rather than 

genuinely concerned to improve the working conditions and 

rates paid to subcontractors. In maintaining a high personal 

profile in this dispute Ethell opened himself to the attacks 

of his opponents. In his analysis of Cashin, Macdonald has 

shown that high profile newsmakers make good copy (1980). 

However, they can also shift the focus of a dispute from 

issues to individuals. 

Ethell was confronted with another problem in this 

dispute. Not only had he to identify the terms of ownership 

for this public problem as he wanted to represent it, he 

also had to create the legitimacy for his championing claim 

to represent a constituency which offered him no mandate and 
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little public support. The closest he came to receiving 

media recognition of support was during the fourth week of 

his campaign against select builders when one newspaper 

reported that "support from sub-contractors appears to be 

growing" only to finish the sentence with "though some have 

said they would prefer to take a softer line than the union" 

(DN 9.7.84:2) . 

During the dispute Ethell was never able to generate 

sufficient support from subbies to carry the day. He could 

claim that "the vast majority of of sub-contractors were 

behind the union's campaign" but such claims were easily 

countered. A newsletter published by one employers' group 

during the height of the flying pickets stated that "it is a 

fact that many sub-contractors place a high value on their 

independent status. They do not want to be unionised" (DN 

3.7.84:3). Such contradictory claims were not resolved; they 

were left hanging as undemonstrated statements of "fact" 

about the dispute. 

In an industry where relationships are based on such 

personal ties, as with the "transactional political teams" 

identified by Bailey, "each link has to be made separately 

and kept in repair separately" (1969:80). In an interview, 

held some time after this dispute, Bill Ethell suggested 

that it was not so much a matter of winning -- 'we don't 

think in terms of winning or losing in this business' — as 

putting the item 'on the agenda' and establishing the role 

of the CBU in any subsequent negotiations. Ethell seems to 

recognise that changes to the organisation of subcontracting 

must come from above, through legislation, rather than from 
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a ground-swell of activity by subbies. In this case Bill 

Ethell attempted to insert himself into a position whereby 

he could champion change which would have the backing of 

government and legislation. Given the processes of social 

organisation among subcontractors and the diversity of the 

individuals involved in the building industry, organising 

subbies as a significant force in any dispute will remain 

difficult. Bill Ethell did not succeed in changing the way 

the building industry is organised because he could not 

create a corporate group out of an aggregate of subbies. 

The Responses of Builders and Other Industry Groups 

The activities of Bill Ethell, the CBU and the unions 

invloved in the dispute about the organisation of the 

building industry did not convince builders and others 

representing the various employer-groups within the housing 

industry of the justness of the Bill. The Master Builders 

Association (MBA) and the Housing Industry Association (HIA) 

set about undermining claims made in favour of changing the 

subcontracting system, as often and in as many ways as they 

could. From its established and unchallenged institutional 

base, the MBA has credibility in the community. As one of 

the legitimate representatives of the building industry, the 

MBA is granted media recognition. The MBA does, in fact, 

represent only the interests of builders; but these are put 

forth by the organisation as being "in the best interests of 

the housing industry" and the community at large. The 

Housing Industry Association also sets itself up and is 

publicly accepted by the media as having the legitimacy to 

speak out on the issue in the name of what is good for "the 
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industry as a whole." subbies maintain that the HI A 

represents only the interests of builders. Ethell and the 

CBU were cast as representing only the sectional interests 

of the few — unions and unionists. The institutional 

presence of these organisations asserts their right to take 

part in the dispute and makes serious their attempts to 

allocate ownership of the problem. 

During this dispute other organisations were brought 

into being to represent the specific interests of employers 

and builders. One new organisation is the Free Enterprise 

Builders of Western Australia (FEBWA). This organisation was 

formed in June 1984 and identified in a newspaper account as 

"the new fighting force formed by building companies" and as 

"determined to meet union militancy head-on" (DN 3.7.84:3). 

The FEBWA group was formed by the building companies 

targeted for indistrial action by the CBU. These companies 

announced that "their previous policy of suffering in 

silence has resulted in unions, unafraid to speak up, 

receiving the lion's share of publicity for their views" (DN 

3.7.84:3). 

With the creation of the FEBWA the builders effectively 

produced another institutional voice with which to 

communicate messages against the proposed ending of the 

subcontracting system or the unionising of subcontractors. 

The newsletter of the FEBWA accuses "union greed" as being 

responsible for this attempt to "snatch the great Australian 

dream of home ownership from the grasp of many young 

couples" (DN 3.7.84:3). The FEBWA represents itself as 

speaking out not in self-interest but for the greater 
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interests of the wider Australian community and, especially, 

for those whose dream it is to own a home. 

The FEBWA also pledged to "protect sub-contractors from 

CBU tactics" (DN 3.7.84:3). In suggesting they will 

"protect" subbies from the CBU, the subbies are represented 

by the FEBWA, HIA and MBA as playing an essentially passive 

part in this dispute: subbies are fought over and need to be 

protected rather than being actively engaged in the dispute. 

It is unionists, and particularly Bill Ethell, who are 

represented as the active force in the dispute, and it is 

unionists' action that the FEBWA seeks to counter (WA 

23.6.84:3). The passivity of subbies was a common feature of 

the accounts presented by the various individuals and groups 

representing the interests of builders. 

For the HIA and MBA, one of the public arguments for 

maintaining the subcontracting system unchallenged depended 

on the subbies being satisfied with the established form of 

organisation for their work. As the director of one building 

company targetted by the CBU noted: 

The facts are that as a company we enjoy overwhelming 
support of our subcontractors who simply want to be 
left alone without interference from people they see as 
having no business trying to tell them what to do (WA 
21.7.84:13) . 

The support of subbies is claimed because subbies continue 

to work for the company. Two weeks earlier one subbie who 

worked for this company had stood up at a car-park meeting 

held by the CBU and urged other subbies to negotiate with 

the builders: "Our company has been negotiating rates with 

subbies and we've increased rates by 7.5 per cent over the 

last three months" (DN 9.7.84:5). Days earlier, the FEBWA 

had noted that: "Home builders in WA acknowledge that rates 

336 



paid to sub-contractors should be reviewed and this is 

happening now on the basis of individual negotiations" (DN 

3.7.84:3). Three months earlier, the MBA had similarly 

admitted that subbies' rates had lagged in the building 

industry (WA 7.4.84:11). Here the various organisations and 

one subbie were dealing directly with Ethell's repeated 

claim that the dispute was about "better rates for subbies" 

(DN 18.7.84:6). The executive director of the HIA claimed 

that: "The public had been misled about the real issue 

behind the home-building industry dispute." Asserting that 

the dispute was "not a campaign to increase rates for sub

contractors," Mr David Stephens of the HIA stated that it 

was "a campaign of fear and intimidation aimed at unionising 

the industry" (DN 3.7.84:6)• 

In these public accounts, subbies are represented as 

active in private negotiations of price with builders while 

passive in the public claims for increased rates of payment. 

Stressing that both subbies and builders are "independent 

businessmen" who enter into contracts of their own "free 

will," one builder indicated that there is "no room for an 

outside party to interfere with these contracts" (DN 

5.7.84:16). Entailed in the notion of contract is that the 

parties entering into the agreement are to be taken as 

equals (Lloyd 1964:145). Here, the builder represents the 

union as giving workers an unfair advantage in striking an 

agreement. Union involvement is equated with union 

interference and, from the perspective of the builders, 

neither is acceptable. The entrenched process of private 

negotiations between subbie and builder is thus maintained. 
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The MBA, HIA and FEBWA represented Bill Ethell as a 

renegade, an individual engaged in an attempt to undermine 

the very basis of an industry the MBA and HIA had so 

carefully nurtured. Ethell's actions were represented as 

having a greater significance than mere attacks on builders. 

The actions of Bill Ethell and the union movement were 

threatening the Australian way of life by threatening the 

dream of home ownership. With Ethell's motives in question, 

it was fairly easy for the MBA, HIA and the FEBWA to make 

the media raise doubts about Ethell's interpretations of the 

events as they were unfolding. 

The very existence of these various groups dedicated to 

speaking out against the attempts of the union is important. 

The interests of builders were not represented by any single 

voice, responding to Ethell and the CBU. There were, 

however, three major groups associated entirely with the 

building industry, MBA, HIA and FEBWA, along with other 

groups such as the Confederation of WA Industry and the 

Chamber of Commerce. As each of these groups had a claim to 

a voice in this dispute they could virtually shout down Bill 

Ethell and the union movement in their individual claims to 

be heard by the media. As formal organisations they also 

have a legitimacy for their interpretations which extends 

far beyond that given to any single individual. Their focus 

on Bill Ethell as an individual, even more than on the CBU, 

and their questioning of how accurately he represents the 

interests of subbies was readily reported in the media. 

These organisations had well-defined, if overlapping, 

constituencies which repeated similar messages throughout. 

For Ethell and his union, it was a matter of trying to 
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generate a constituency during the dispute, trying to turn 

isolated subbies into a collective force. 

In their understandings of Ethell and the union 

movement, offered by representatives of the MBA, HIA and 

FEBWA, there is little room for the dispute to be 

understood as a complex event in which numerous different 

interpretations are possible. Newspapers and other media 

pride themselves on factual reporting, even if we may 

recognise that what are accepted as "the facts" are 

interested cultural representations. The repetition of 

certain interpretations of events by a number of apparently 

different groups privileges one interpretation with factual 

ascendancy. This is precisely what Gusfield identified as 

the "ownership of the public problem" (Gusfield 1981): the 

right to define both how a problem is to be understood and 

what will constitute an acceptable solution to it. It is 

therefore important to recognise the significance of the 

established organisations in this dispute which sustained 

the position of all those opposed to the changes introduced 

with the Labor Party Bill. 

The Labor Party Stance 

When the Opposition-controlled Upper House rejected the 

Bill without a clause-by-clause debate, Mr Dans announced 

his outrage: 

A discredited and degenerate Opposition has taken it 
upon itself to destroy ... a positive and reasonable 
piece of industrial legislation; and I might add, 
legislation for which this Government has a mandate (WA 
18.4.84:1) . 

The union movement picked up Mr Dans' argument about the 
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government's mandate to produce such legislation but this 

was soon dropped by the government itself. The government 

did not seem keen to go to the polls over this issue. 

Following the defeat of the Bill, the government undertook a 

clause-by-clause review of the legislation to determine 

whether it could be made acceptable to those who had opposed 

it. 

Mr Dans, the Minister responsible for the proposed 

amendments to the Industrial Relations Act, and other 

members of the Labor government of Western Australia, did 

not push the case for the proposed changes with any real 

conviction. The Bill had been debated vigorously in 

parliament, but little was said by any member of the 

government once the Upper House had rejected the proposed 

changes. The government response to the public construction 

of this dispute was one characterised by long silences 

punctuated by comments stressing the impossibility of 

government intervention in the dispute. The reason for the 

inability to enter into the dispute was that there was no 

way to enter the fray. As the Bill had been defeated, 

subbies did not have access to the state Industrial 

Commission. 

Not all members of the government supported Bill 

Ethell's push for the involvement of the CBU in this issue. 

At one point during the dispute, the union-organised pickets 

disrupted work taking place on a "State Government welfare 

housing project." The then Minister for housing, Keith 

Wilson, publicly berated the union movement through the 

media (WA 19.7.84:13). He represented their action as 

showing no "concern for homeless people in the community" 
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and contended that "genuine unionists would be prepared to 

co-operate fully with a Labor government to help the 

homeless." Mr Wilson was adamant that the unionists should 

be experiencing a "deep conflict with their principles" 

(ibid). The union movement responded that it did not matter 

who the houses were for: what was at issue was the way those 

building the houses were treated. For Bill Ethell, it was as 

unfair to exploit workers for a good cause as to exploit 

them for a bad one: 

On any housing, whether it be welfare or private, the 
work-force should be given an adequate wage and they 
are not being given that (WA 19.7.84:13). 

The government showed little concern with keeping interest 

in the legislation alive once it had been formally rejected. 

During the union campaign that followed the rejection of the 

Bill, most members of the government remained silent. Labor 

members of parliament thus disassociated themselves from the 

disruptive events that were taking place in the cottage 

industry, allocating responsibility for the events to the 

Liberal Party who had blocked the Bill. 

Men at Work 

Arthur occasionally lapsed into talk of a previous 

attempt to organise subcontractors, primarily bricklayers, 

some seven years earlier. He was unimpressed with their 

ability to organise anything. He noted that the earlier 

association used to hold its meetings in pubs at the end of 

the day and that: 'The blokes were so busy drinking that 

nothing ever got done.' Arthur's word is hardly the last in 

an issue as complex as this. However, in his words: 
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For my money, mate, subbies will never get themselves 
organised. We're our own worst enemies, you know. You 
try and set a rate for work and as soon as work gets 
short someone will be willing to do it for less. We're 
our own worst enemies I tell you, always looking to 
slit the other guy's throat. 

There seemed to be little support for the union or the 

builders among the subbies I encountered at this time. My 

concern is to indicate how subbies dealt with the events 

which took place around them as they continued to work. 

One day, while I was discussing the developments with a 

couple of subbies on a building site, one of the subbies 

finally put an end to the conversation by stating: 'Look 

mate, it just takes too much time and effort to do anything 

else.' With this he emptied his cup and made moves to return 

to work. We had finished smoko and were ready to return to 

the serious work of making a living. What he had told me was 

that there simply was not enough available time for subbies 

to pursue a better deal. Every hour spent chasing some hope 

of making better money was time away from earning money. The 

claims by builders that subbies kept working because they 

were satisfied with their earnings, a common claim by those 

representing the interests of builders (ST 22.7.84:1), was 

certainly not widely accepted by the subbies I met. This 

became a joke on site; every morning when we turned up, for 

about two weeks, some subbie would comment that it was 

obvious we were all satisfied. Some subbies may indeed have 

been satisfied. For many, the need to continue working was 

not about being economically satisfied or unsatisfied; they 

did not have time for the luxury of complaining about rates 

of pay and nor were they willing to risk the wrath of 

builders by making public statements. 
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Some subbies did attempt to organise themselves into an 

association. Identifying themselves as the Housing Trade 

Association, they formed the association "to represent the 

views and interests of subcontractors connected with the 

home-building industry" (WA 10.7.84:13). This association 

identified the "problem" which had produced the dispute as 

one of "poor communication between subcontractors and 

builders" (WA 10.7.84:13). The Housing Trade Association was 

formed to represent the interests of subbies who did not 

want to be forced to join a union. This association was 

short-lived; like the union movement, it could not generate 

the constituency necessary to give its voice any significant 

power in the dispute. While some builders did make "a small 

offering" towards improving the wages of some subbies, the 

amount offered was "not a great deal" and did not attract 

great numbers of subbies to the association. The forming of 

this subbies' association emphasised the divided loyalties 

and interests of subbies themselves and further undermined 

Ethell's claims to represent subbies. Subbies had to keep 

working and, for the most part, could not afford the time 

away from work to participate in industrial action. No 

builder, or anyone else, was willing to pay the wages of a 

subbie who was not on the tools. 

As social ties between subbies are temporary and 

instrumental, as are the contracts between subbies and 

builders, it is difficult to organise subbies into any group 

which will identify and work towards a common interest. As 

Olson has shown, in his study of the logic of collective 

action (1965), collective action by some categorical 

aggregate of individuals is difficult to produce because 
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vague notions of "collective good" do not necessarily offer 

incentives to the particular individuals to engage in the 

action. Individual subbies require some "selective" 

incentive to join such a collective activity and on this 

occasion they were not offered it. 

In their responses to the legislation which would have 

so greatly altered their working conditions, subbies had 

three broad options: 

1. they could willingly accept the proposed changes 
and act to bring them about; 

2. they could oppose the changes and work to maintain 
the existing form of their working arrangements; or 

3. they could ignore the proposed changes and carry on 
as if nothing was happening. 

Few subbies worked towards realising the first option. This 

was left to the union to pursue, and Ethell and the union 

did so in their own way. There was little evidence of the 

"instrumental collectivism" that Parkin associates with 

union involvement (Parkin 1971: 90-91). Instrumental 

collectivism entails an active participation in the union 

•movement in order to assert collective control over the 

processes and structures that organise work. The second 

option was taken up by some subbies but there were 

difficulties in finding the time to follow through; subbies 

involvement here tended to be in the form of statements 

supporting the maintenance of subcontracting as a way of 

organising work. In practice, this was left to others in the 

industry and the Liberal Party to push. The third option was 

the one most commonly selected by subcontractors; they did 

very little about the dispute, choosing Instead to wait and 

see what would happen. In this, subbies demonstrated an 
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attitude characterised by Parkin as "fatalistic pessimism" 

(1971: 90-91). Fatalistic pessimism dominates the individual 

subbies' understanding of his industry. It is an acceptance 

by subbies that they are virtually powerless to change the 

way their work is organised. They can deal strategically 

only within the parameters set by those who control their 

industry. Fatalistic pessimism allowed those who were 

contesting the ownership of this problem to represent 

subbies as essentially passive throughout the dispute. 

I give a subbie the last word here. During the early 

days of this dispute, one subbie expressed his fatalism 

thus: "That's the building trade mate. It's never changed" 

(WA 7.4.84:11) . 

Saying Something of Subcontracting 

Several important themes were played out publicly in 

the events surrounding the "Acts Amendments and Repeal 

(Industrial Relations) Bill of 1984." It was not enough for 

representatives of political, union or industrial interests 

merely to couch debate about the proposed changes in terms 

of economic value. Values which, in Australian society, 

transcend economics were introduced and used in the various 

attempts to shape the public understanding of the dispute. 

While these values are important for my presentation, this 

dispute entailed much more than merely a disagreement about 

values. The dispute emerged as the interplay of competing 

claims by various groups and individuals working to define 

the nature and significance of the proposed changes to the 

Act. There was not simply a plurality of interpretations; 

345 



various groups and individuals were developing and offering 

contesting interpretations for the ownership of this public 

problem. The social processes of these attempts at 

organising the public understandings of what was taking 

place, then, are significant for understanding the outcome 

of the dispute and the ways in which subbies dealt with the 

matter . 

The lobby of those groups and individuals opposed to 

changes in the Act was not particularly well organised, but 

a consistent message was communicated. Several formal 

organisations opposed to any changes in the Act were, by 

their very existence, accepted by the media as having a 

legitimate right to engage in the dispute. The media covered 

their contributions to the dispute regularly. This provided 

those opposed to the legislation with a number of 

organisations all carrying the same message: the proposed 

changes would be detrimental to the interests of the 

industry and the community at large. This message was 

repeated over and over again. In contrast, the subbies were 

themselves not organised into a coherent association and had 

only one champion from any formal organisation: Bill Ethell 

of the CBU. 

Some subbies did eventually form themselves into an 

association. This association was put together hastily and 

its existence was not grounded in any corporate sense of 

collective action or purpose by most subbies. Spokespeople 

for the subbies' association defended subbies' rights to be 

"Independent businessmen" and "self-employed." In so doing, 

the association worked against improving subbies' economic 

chances. Like the independent American truckers Agar has 

346 



worked with (Agar 1986), subbies may embrace their work for 

one set of rewards while the very way of organising the work 

undermines any hope of tilting the system in their economic 

favour. For example, Agar notes how, in the United States, 

the Interstate Commerce Commission will hold meetings and 

listen to all interested parties before making policy. 

However, it is those groups which are organised that have 

the political clout to best push their positions. 

Independent truck-drivers lose out because they are 

independent and not formally organised into a strong lobby 

(Agar 1986:49-53). Freedom and independence, whether chosen 

or forced upon them, become the chains that economically 

shackle subbies in 'the building game.' 

The significance of the set of events which comprised 

this dispute, for my account of subcontracting in the Perth 

housing industry, is that it reveals how subcontracting is 

socially reproduced as a system of organising house-building 

through a severe challenge. Throughout this thesis I have 

shown how subbies, by their own heterogeneous and diverse 

social practices, do not seriously challenge subcontracting 

as a way of organising their work. The importance of 

subcontracting for the Western Australian community is 

publicly contested, but subbies do not play a major role in 

contesting it. Subcontracting, as a way of organising work 

in the Perth housing industry, is maintained by the 

political manoeuverings and workings of individuals and 

interest groups as much as by the work practices of subbies 

themselves. Questions of power cannot be left out of the 

analysis. To understand the culture of subcontracting, as 
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the culture emerges through social interaction, requires 

that the politics of establishing and maintaining 

subcontracting as a way of organising work be included in 

any account of what happens on building sites. 
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MOTH 

1. The ambivalence of union members to the union movement as 
a whole is common in many industrialised countries and is 
not confined to Australia alone (see Parkin 1971:79-102 for 
an attempt to make sense of this relationship). Parkin's 
account fails, as does Chamberlain's (1983), insofar as they 
deal with structural relationships and not with the 
imponderabilia of everyday life. 
2. David Black does not assert that the Labor government 
introduced the Bill to change the Industrial Relations Act 
of Western Australia and then willingly allowed the Upper 
House to defeat it. My account is, however, consistent with 
Black's interpretation of how the Labor government operated 
at the time. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

Introduction 

In this conclusion I want to accomplish three tasks 

that, taken together, bring the thesis to a close. First, I 

return to the importance of the cultural domain of 'the 

building game' in the construction and management of social 

relationships and shared understandings for those who work 

as subbies. I do this in order to account for my experience 

of quitting fieldwork and, subsequently, my inability to 

maintain close relationships with Arthur and other subbies. 

Second, I summarise the major themes of my ethnography of 

subcontracting in 'the building game' in order to 

characterise the contribution of this work to anthropology. 

Here I address "the problem" as it is set out in the 

Introduction. Finally, I locate my account of subcontracting 

within the contemporary practice of ethnography. 

'Off the Tools' and 'Out of the Game' 

Anthropologists must finally leave the field and return 

to the comfort of chair and desk to "write up" into 

ethnography the notes they have "written down" during 

fieldwork. In returning home, anthropologists physically 

distance themselves from the experiences of the field and 

create for themselves a position from which the evidence 

collected can be analysed. The distancing of the 

anthropologist is usually accomplished in both space and 

time (Fabian 1983), with the anthropologist leaving those he 
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or she has worked closely with and, for a number of years, 

and perhaps even a career, writing of the fieldwork 

experiences from some distant location. Anthropology may be 

based on fieldwork experiences, but it is constituted in our 

written, and sometimes filmed, accounts of these experiences 

(Clifford and Marcus 1986; Geertz 1988; Marcus and Fischer 

1986) . 

When anthropologists leave the field to return home 

they often leave those they have met and befriended a long 

way away. This common pattern, however, was not precisely my 

experience. I finished fieldwork for this thesis on a 

building site in a suburb no more than five kilometres from 

where I still live and returned to a university department 

not more than twenty kilometres away from home to begin 

writing up. While I left the field, as any anthropologist 

must do, I did not physically leave the area where my 

research had been carried out. I remained living in 

Fremantle. Working so close to home made quitting fieldwork 

difficult. 

I was again working with Arthur Daley when the time 

came for me to get 'off the tools' and finish with my work 

in the field. On several occasions I discussed leaving 'the 

game' with Arthur and, while he always seemed to understand 

my logic, Arthur managed to keep me working 'in the game' 

with him just long enough to finish a couple more jobs. (The 

money I was earning as a labourer was an incentive to keep 

me working as I was not keen on losing this income). In the 

end, I continued working for several weeks longer than I 

intended to, earning some extra cash and trying to find a 
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way of getting out of the field without offending those with 

whom I worked. Even after I made the break and quit going to 

work every day, the requests from subbies did not end. On 

several occasions I returned to work for a short period, 

usually from one to four days, to 'help out' on some 

particular job and to earn a few extra dollars. With Arthur, 

on these occasions, I drank in the pub after work and we had 

good times. Between these odd ventures back into 'the 

building game', I continued to socialise with Arthur and 

other subbies. We met mostly at a pub or other places where 

we could drink together and talk about building. Arthur 

always asked: 'How's the thesis going then, mate?' and we 

would talk about little other than building. I did try out 

several bits and pieces of my account of building on Arthur 

and others to see what they would say, and I listened to 

their comments. Sometimes I revised my account; more often I 

merely noted the existence of divergent or contradictory 

accounts among different subbies. 

Over a period of several months, Arthur and I began to 

see less and less of each other. Our conversations became 

stilted and difficult to sustain as we searched for shared 

subjects of interest to talk about. Without regular 

interaction and the shared experiences of working together, 

Arthur and I were drifting apart. Each of us had our own 

concerns and even sharing beer did not seem to help bridge 

the gulf of unfamiliarity growing between us. We had been 

'real good mates' but, without the shared activity of work 

and the shared concern with 'the building game' to keep us 

together, this relationship became difficult to maintain. We 

were not even like other partners who dissolved 
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relationships on good terms; I was 'off the tools' and 'out 

of the building game' and not merely working with some other 

team. Arthur and I still seem happy to see each other when 

we chance to meet, but our meetings are now no longer 

regular or planned. 

My relationship with Arthur was similar to other 

relationships that I witnessed between subbies during my 

fieldwork. Partnerships break up and individuals go their 

own ways; often, relationships are renewed when individuals 

decide once again to work together as partners. After I left 

Arthur and 'the building game' he struggled for a time, 

working entirely on his own, just as he had when I first 

joined him. A couple of months later Arthur had once again 

'teamed up' with another brickie, Kevin. Kevin and Arthur 

had ended a partnership long before I ever met Arthur, 

because of disagreements about the sort of work they should 

be 'chasing' and the varying competitiveness of some of the 

quotes for work one of them had prepared. When I left 'the 

building game' it was 'good times' for subbies and Kevin and 

Arthur agreed that they could 'make better money' together 

rather than apart. Two brickies, doing their own labouring, 

find it much easier to take on, and be taken on to do, 

'project homes* than does a brickie working on his own. As 

Kevin had recently left another team he had been working 

with, both he and Arthur found it mutually advantageous to 

join up again. 

While I did not physically leave Fremantle when I left 

the field, I did leave 'the building game.* Even if my 

departure was a a somewhat halting one, I was in the end 
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quite clearly and unambiguously 'out of the game.* once this 

had happened, and it was clear that my absence was not 

temporary, I became just another resident in the community 

and potential source of some work for Arthur. Being 'real 

good mates' in 'the building game' is a transitory 

relationship which, once ended, can only be mended by again 

sharing experiences through working together. That our 

relationship as "real good mates' could not be maintained 

without my continuing to work with Arthur, or anyone else 

•in the building game,' is, I think, a measure of both how 

little we needed to have in common and the importance of the 

on-going shared activity of work in defining our 

relationship. 

Subcontracting in Perth 

My task in this thesis has been to account for the ways 

one set of individuals construct their understandings of 

their working lives within the city of Perth. To accomplish 

this task requires, I contend, a commitment to ethnography 

as a way of producing anthropological knowledge. Adopting an 

interpretive and processual theoretical approach, I have 

rejected an anthropology of. the city in favour of an 

anthropology in. the city (cf. Hannerz 1980). My focus is not 

on a city but on the working lives organised by one 

aggregate of individuals within a city. 

One of the difficulties I experienced in producing this 

account was learning to recognise "culture" in the things 

that subbies said and did. As culture often becomes most 

apparent when contrasted to what an ethnographer takes as 

natural (Boon 1982), anthropologists have most often sought 
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culture in distant places where differences are most 

pronounced. Recognising and understanding another culture 

when it is close to the familiarity of home can prove quite 

difficult. I have long enjoyed Horace Miner's humorous paper 

on the Nacirema (1956). In the paper Miner pokes fun at both 

Americans and anthropologists by making Americans seem 

strange and, at the same time, rendering anthropological 

discourse as one of the major sources of the strangeness. He 

makes selected American cultural practices appear radically 

different and almost unrecognisable. [1] Yet I would want to 

reject any contemporary anthropological account that 

intentionally (or unintentionally) distorted its subject in 

the way that Miner did. Our ethnographic accounts of the 

lives of those we have worked with should not be 

unrecognisable to the people themselves. I am not suggesting 

that our accounts should be judged entirely by how well they 

accord with the understandings of those with whom we have 

worked. Subbies insisted that I understand subcontracting 

from the perspective of my own experiences working 'in the 

building game.* This is what subbies must do and, tor them, 

there was no reason why I should have been any different. It 

is important to note that my understanding of subcontracting 

did not progress until I learned to work on building sites 

and to understand how to get along with those I worked 

alongside. The experiences of working as a subbie produced 

the evidence that comprises the starting point for my 

ethnographic analysis. 

The ethnography of subcontracting I have presented is 

an interpretive analysis grounded in processual terms 
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because It was the temporal dimension of subcontracting that 

was so marked during fieldwork. Subbies give less emphasis 

to work that is finished and more to the processes of 

obtaining and completing new work and I have tried to 

reflect this cultural focus. Similarly, because subbies are 

more concerned with understanding the particularities of 

situations than with modelling the general structure of 

their industry, my account has been written to reflect 

subbies' preoccupation with specific events rather than 

general structures. 

I do, of course, show how subbies' lives are caught up 

in the social and cultural currents of the society in which 

they live and work. While the social construction of 'the 

building game' as the cultural domain of subbies' work 

experiences was given considerable emphasis throughout my 

account of subcontracting, I have not tried to confine the 

interpretation of subcontracting within this domain alone. 

Subbies" interests in 'the building game* are not entirely 

separate from the interests of others in the Australian 

community. During my fieldwork, . subcontracting was a 

contested form of organisation for the housing industry as 

politicians, trade unionists and self-styled representatives 

of builders and the entire industry invoked the Australian 

public as they contested the way 'the building game* should 

be organised (see Chapter 7). Subbies may treat 'the 

building game' as their own, but continuity and change in 

the organisation of their work cannot be explained by 

recourse to the understandings of subbies alone. What was 

remarkable about the dispute concerning subcontracting was 

the virtual silence of the subbies. Their silence can only 
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be understood in the context of the social organisation of 

the industry. 

Those who work as independent subcontractors in 'the 

building game' comprise an aggregate of individuals and not 

a corporate group. Their relationship to one another is 

categorical and not based on direct face-to-face interaction 

or some sense of shared commitment to a social group, 

culture or way of life. Indeed, the individualism of 

subcontracting gives repeated emphasis to the fact that 

every subbie is responsible only for himself. Yet, at the 

same time, it is recognised by subbies working in 'the game' 

that they must get along with one another or, at least, be 

prepared to work together. 

Subcontracting is premised on the negotiation of dyadic 

relationships between builders and independent subbies 

rather than on the existence of any perduring structural 

form. Subbies' relationships with others in the building 

game are characterised by a fast tempo of sociation, in that 

relationships with others are made and broken with ease and 

speed, and the social groups — action groups -- in which 

they find themselves working are self-liquidating. Self-

liquidating social groups are ephemeral. Such groups are 

produced with the recognition that they will continue only 

for as long as the instrumental purpose for which they were 

formed -- such as a particular job. Subcontracting engenders 

a lack of trust amongst subbies. Subcontracting entails what 

Baumgartner (1988), writing of another context, has called 

"moral minimalism". Baumgartner identifies "moral 

minimalism" as a mode of organising social life based on a 
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shared commitment by individuals not to Intrude on the moral 

commitments of others. community is maintained by 

individuals not engaging in divisive public disagreement. 

For subcontractors, shared values and the commitment to the 

social organisation of subcontracting, do not maintain the 

social organisation of their industry. Commitments by 

subbies not to interfere in the lives of others in 'the 

game' hold the industry together, insofar as it can be said 

to be held together. Moral minimalism allows subbies, with 

different moral commitments to 'the building game', to work 

together by avoiding making their disagreements explicit. 

Each subbie can be committed to his own understanding and 

interpretation of any situation without any need to force 

acceptance of his account onto anyone else. Different 

subbies may hold to interpretations which are contradictory. 

As there is no attempt to produce a single consistent 

interpretation of events acceptable to all subbies, 

contradictions can remain unacknowledged and unremarked. 

Without an accepted central authority for 'the building 

game', understandings and interpretations of particular 

events remain the private business of individual subbies. 

The contradictory dynamic of the relationship between 

the individal and the social in 'the building game' is made 

apparent to individual subbies as each confronts the regular 

economic fluctuations of the industry. Changes in economic 

circumstances produce changes in 'the building game' which 

are experienced by subbies in terms of the amount of work 

•around", the types of work available and the potential 

rates of pay. Yet fluctuations in the economy also mean much 

more for those who work in 'the building game.' As economic 
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factors change so, too, do relationships among Individuals 

engaged in building; in particular, relationships between 

subbies and builders alter. When there is a 'lot of work 

around' a subbie can choose which jobs he will do and a 

builder has to entice subbies to do his work rather than 

someone else's. When there is not much 'work around' a 

subbie must 'chase work' and builders can pick and choose 

among available subbies. Although always negotiated 

dyadically, power and control are labile in 'the building 

game' -- shifting between subbies and builders in accordance 

with fluctuations in the economy. Reading the current state 

of 'the game' is a necessity for subbies. A subbie must 

depend on more than his own biographical experiences; he 

needs to assimilate as much information as possible in order 

to make the best decision possible for himself. 

Subcontracting is a flexible mode of social 

organisation which, in always allowing for variation, 

remains sensitive to changes in economic conditions. 

Subcontracting does not produce a structured system with 

centralised power and control. Instead, subcontracting in 

'the building game" remains a collection of changing 

relationships and practices with the ratios of power and 

control fluctuating between subbies and builders. 

The practice of subcontracting disperses subbies on 

work sites spread throughout the Perth metropolitan area. 

This dispersal of subbies produces, and reproduces, an 

atomistic form of social organisation in which subbies 

remain socially isolated from one another. While union 

organisers, concerned with organising labour in order to 
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realise the power of collective action, have traditionally 

found this atomistic social organisation problematic, many 

subbies willingly embrace and value this individualistic 

aspect of their work. This is particularly apparent in 

subbies' differing social valuations of money. 

Subcontracting makes subbies confront the organisational 

problems created by their independence in working alone and 

yet remaining dependent upon others to make their work 

possible. Furthermore, working as subcontractors makes it 

necessary for subbies to communicate with one another; but 

subcontracting does not determine the precise response to 

organisational problems faced by any given subbie. 

In making sense of their industry, subbies draw a clear 

distinction between the knowledge each individual has 

accrued, from his own biographical experiences of working in 

•the game', and mere information gleaned from discussions 

with others, the newspapers or just watching events unfold 

without insider knowledge (see Chapter 2). Sharing only 

words is a relatively unimportant event in the building 

game; sharing experiences based on work done together is far 

more significant because it entails the intertwining of 

individuals' private biographies and, hence, knowledge of 

past working arrangements. Subbies give greater value to 

knowledge over information but still work to collect 

information because it is necessary to read the economic 

trends of the larger social field of 'the game'. In 

particular, in this thesis I have focused on the ways in 

which subbies' working lives must be understood as 

encompassing the contradictory dynamic of work as both an 

individual and social matter. 
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Relationships among subbies are usually cordial and 

congenial, are are often phrased in the idiom of being 

'mates', but the threat of violence is never far away when 

more than one trade is present on a building site. Subbies 

may appear to 'get along' well, but there is little trust 

amongst them. Subbies lie to one another about money and 

work and in other ways manage information so that few 

lasting relationships are made. In 'the building game' all 

relationships are treated as transitory. What all subbies 

share with one another is not the experience of working 

together; shared working experiences are held by small 

groups of co-present individuals who can recall work on 

particular jobs, at particular times and places and with 

particular people. Rather, what is shared are the general 

terms for making sense of work experiences, what Sansom has 

elsewhere called "cultural forms" (1981). Sansom uses 

"cultural form" to identify the "lexicon of culturally 

provided words and notions" used by Aborigines living on the 

fringes of Darwin "for the presentation and representation 

of the elements of a style of life that is itself 

distinctive" (Sansom 1981:258). By cultural forms I mean 

the things subbies say and do, so that the notion includes 

the particular words and phrases used to describe their work 

as well as the bodily movements associated with their 

physical work (see Chapter 4) are cultural forms. The 

cultural forms of 'the building game' can be shared by 

subbies without necessarily sharing precisely the same 

experiential content. The experiential content of such 

cultural forms is located in individual biographies while 
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the sharing of the terms themselves is necessary for the 

social organisation of subcontracting in this industry. 

Throughout this thesis I have focused on the cultural 

forms shared by those working in 'the building game' to show 

how subbies activate these forms in particular situations to 

make sense of their work. As with other labile forms of 

social organisation, order in 'the building game' is found 

in the inventing and sharing of the cultural forms which are 

used to describe experiences and not in the continuity of 

subbies' social relationships. This is not to say that all 

cultural forms in 'the building game* are shared equally 

amongst those who make their living as subcontractors. 

Cultural forms are socially distributed: some cultural forms 

are more widely shared than others. Being 'in' or 'out' of 

'the building game' is one way to mark the sharing of the 

current cultural forms. Subbies must be capable of carrying 

out the physical work required of them and must also 

continually shape their own understandings of 'the building 

game' by moving between the reliable knowledge of their own 

(auto)biographical experiences and what they accept as the 

less reliable information of other subbies and builders with 

different interests in the changing particulars of the 

building industry. 

Subcontracting and Anthropology 

In the Introduction to this thesis I quoted Graeme 

Salaman's invitation to "imagine" that we could reinvent the 

sociology of work "as if we were blissfully ignorant of what 

are currently regarded as the important issues and questions 

within this area of enquiry" (Salaman 1986:13). I argued 
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that by following the spirit of Salaman's invitation we 

could avoid the problem of "orientalism" and pursue an 

anthropological understanding of subcontracting in the Perth 

housing industry which was not pre-determined by existing 

trends in the anthropological literature. 

In the Introduction I also quoted anthropologist Diane 

Austin in order to make the point that little is known of 

what she calls "the army" of self-employed tradesmen working 

in Australia. While there is no local anthropology of 

construction work in the Australian context, it is important 

to locate my account of 'the building game' in Perth in the 

broader context of other attempts to understand this sort of 

work. I do this by noting some of the ways my interpretation 

differs from previous accounts of construction work and how 

it has contributed to the understandings produced in 

previous analyses. It should be noted that the international 

literature on construction work is not voluminous. As one 

analyst of the construction industry in America has noted: 

"... the organization of craft production and the quality 

of work for those in craft occupations remain poorly 

understood" (Silver 1982:235). 

When anthropologists have turned their attention to 

examining systems of craft production, the focus has been 

confined, for the most part, to the factory floor. Burawoy's 

review of "The Anthropology of Industrial Work" (1979) is an 

excellent example of this focus. His review and 

reinterpretation of the accounts of "restriction of output" 

among piece-workers is excellent but of limited value for an 

understanding of subcontracting, a form of piece-work, in 
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the Perth building industry. The panopticon of the factory 

is central in the accounts examined by Burawoy -- and both 

workers and management have an awareness of what is 

happening around them. For building subcontractors, working 

on dispersed building sites around metropolitan Perth, there 

is no panopticon. Subbies must make decisions on the basis 

of whatever information and knowledge they can collect on 

building sites. There is no vast shared store of centralised 

knowledge available for subbies to make decisions about the 

acceptability of the conditions of their work. The factory 

and "shop floor" studies which I have referred to (see 

Chapter 1) do identify workers' strategies for dealing with 

fluctuating rates of pay, but show how workers respond 

collectively. For subbies, there is not the same amount of 

shared knowledge to lead to collective action. 

Significantly, subbies remain an aggregate of individuals 

defined categorically rather than becoming a collectivity 

with a sense of any shared interest. 

My ethnography of the Perth building industry is 

processual and interpretive and is written from the 

positioned subjects of subbies. The focus throughout was on 

the social production and reproduction of subcontracting as 

a social organisation. Other accounts of the construction 

industry have been written from very different perspectives 

and have produced different understandings. Silver (1982) 

and Reimer (1979; 1982) have both produced studies of 

the construction industry which are analytically grounded in 

political economy but which, like my account, emphasise the 

autonomy of craft workers. In different ways, these two 

authors present accounts which stress that the autonomy of 
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the craft workers and the organisation of the Industry are a 

result of political and economic factors. Silver's account 

of "the structure of craft work" is a statistical analysis 

of the results of a survey of craft workers in "a 

northeastern area of the United states" (1982:240). He 

concludes that political economy best explains the structure 

of craft work (1982:249). Reimer deals with questions of 

worker autonomy, focusing on the plight of the "elite among 

these workers" -- those who are union members and who have 

experienced considerable continuity of work on large general 

construction projects. In his account, Reimer deals with the 

various ways in which craftsmanship is worn away by the 

"social, structural and organizational aspects of the 

industry" (1982:233). For Reimer, the autonomy of craft 

workers stems from their "publicly recognized skill" and 

"the collective support of their organized labor" 

(1982:226). Silver and Reimer both present analyses which 

are not ethnographically grounded and neither gives due 

analytical weight to the actions and understandings of the 

workers themselves in the social production and reproduction 

of the organisation of their work. Their accounts are 

"theoretically overdetermined" (see Introduction, p. 17) in 

that the terms which direct their analyses are selected for 

pre-established theoretical purposes rather than being terms 

which unfold as the investigator learns how workers 

represent their experiences of work. 

Applebaum (1981), a construction engineer and 

anthropologist, has produced an ethnographic account of the 

construction industry as he knows it in the United States. 
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Entitled Royal Blue, Applebaum's study Is far more sensitive 

to the cultural features of the construction industry than 

the accounts presented by Silver and Reimer. Applebaum 

offers an encompassing account of general contracting 

large-scale and long-term jobs -- so that the different 

interests of management and workers are discussed and 

analysed from the perspective of the (anthropological) 

observer. 

While his study concerns large building projects and is 

not about the construction of houses (what is identified as 

'cottage work' in Perth), Applebaum's (1981:118) analysis of 

"the construction process" is very similar to my account of 

the way subbies strive to stay 'in the game'. Applebaum 

focuses on economic fluctuations and the making and breaking 

of relationships among workers as they come together on 

various job sites and then separate when their stints of 

work are completed. His interpretation of the attempts by 

workers and foremen to establish continuity of work for 

themselves in these conditions closely resembles my account 

of subbies in the Perth housing industry. However, a close 

reading of Applebaum reveals that his knowledge of "the 

construction process" is dependent upon an early account of 

"Interpersonal Relations in the building Industry" published 

by Myers in 1946. With reference to the U.S.A., Myers writes 

that: 

Perhaps more than workers in any other industry, the 
building workers function as independent units, each 
worker pursuing employment and making arrangements to 
apply his skills according to personal contacts, 
personal preference, and a personal schedule (1946:1). 

As a construction engineer, Applebaum had not been involved 

with organising work and dealing with workers. In order to 
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give his description a sense of completeness, Applebaum 

relied on Myers" account of "the construction process". For 

Applebaum, it is the construction industry which is the 

focus of his ethnographic efforts; for me, it is the 

processes of organising and understanding the housing 

industry from the perspectives of subbies which comprise the 

focus in this thesis. 

In Applebaum's account the analysis is not written 

consistently to represent the doings of any positioned 

subject engaged in the work. The positioning of the analyst 

changes as the focus of topics change. Yet it is clear, from 

his dependence upon Myers for an understanding of the 

processes of organising workers on the job, that Applebaum 

has not been involved in all the aspects of the work that he 

reports. My account differs in that I have written to 

represent the positioned subject. This analytical focus has 

provided coherence in my ethnographic account as I move in 

my presentation from the socially distributed understandings 

of subbies to the ways in which subbies' understandings 

constitute the culture of 'the building game'. 
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NOTES 

1. I find the number of first-year students of anthropology 
who fail to make the connection between "Nacirema" and 
"American" startling. It is in this accomplishment that 
Miner's text becomes most interesting -- as it becomes both 
a humorous account of certain American cultural practices 
and an ironic critique of our ethnographic representations. 
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